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Abstract
The goal of this senior project was to analyze the underlying cause for why
certain female characters in popular culture were villainized for their behavior
and generally deemed to be “nasty woman.” After reading numerous books
and viewing films that contained “nasty woman”, there was a common denominator that linked their behavior and influenced their decision to enact their
often-bloody retribution: the patriarchy. These women were a victim of some
aspect of the patriarchy, commonly sexual assault, and could not receive the
support they needed, so they decided to take matters into their own hands. The
“nasty women” analyzed in this magazine were vilified because they didn’t tamp
down their rage and allowed themselves to embrace their fury to enact retribution upon those in their community who had wronged them. Painting these
female literary characters as “villains” or “nasty women” prevents them from
being fully accepted in a patriarchal society and serves as a way for people,
primarily men, to feel less threatened by a woman’s power. Additionally, this
portrayal mitigates the actions that were done against these women along with
continuing to perpetuate this cycle of violence. While one does not condone
some of the methods that these women used to ensure that a man would never
harm them again, their use of anger to channel a transformation in the behavior
of others around them is something that can be applied to life today.
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To My Readers,
When it came time to decide what I wanted to do for my thesis, I was
completely torn as to what I wanted to do. If I was about to dedicate the
next year of my life to working on this project, I wanted it to be something meaningful and interesting to me. After reflecting on different options, I finally decided upon an option that aligned with my interests:
a literary magazine that revolved around “nasty women.” I wanted my
thesis to resemble a literary magazine because my goal after graduation is to work in the publishing industry; and I felt that the process of
creating a literary magazine would help prepare me for working in this
industry by providing me the opportunity to gain more experience into
what goes into this process. My topic of “nasty women” came about
because I enjoyed consuming media that contained female characters who were often characterized as “nasty” because of their behavior. While many of these women commit reprehensible actions in their
pursuit of retribution for the atrocities committed against them, I was
curious to analyze further why these women decided to act the way
that they do and to see if there was an underlying reason for their decisions. My project is divided into two primary sections, with the first
portion being a more traditional analysis of different “nasty women” and
the second portion containing creative work done by myself and several
other contributors that reflects the idea of what it means to be a “nasty
woman” today. My decision to divide my thesis into these two different
sections was so I could have the opportunity to showcase my analytical
abilities and writing style that I’ve developed throughout my studies as
an English major at UNL and to showcase my editorial skills with the
work of other students. I was very excited to work on this project and
hope that my analysis of these women causes you to reflect on their
status as “nasty women” and question whether they truly deserve the
title.

Introduction
From early mythology and literature to contemporary films and books, women are routinely vilified and ostracized whenever they stray from the norms that
have been deemed acceptable for them in our patriarchal society. Whether it is
for being deemed as too slutty, too prudish, too angry, or otherwise not fitting
the mold for the “desirable” woman that caters to a man’s desire of control over
a woman and her body, there is a very niche mold for women to live their life in
if they don’t wish to receive criticism from others. When this woman holds a position of power in her community, the scrutiny increases along with the pressure
to conform to her society’s standards of what it means to be a woman. These
female literary characters analyzed in the magazine were largely vilified because
of the perceived power that they held in their patriarchal society, primarily through
a combination of social status and intelligence and/or magical ability. When this
power allowed these women to defy societal norms and defend themselves, those
who feared women that they could not control sought to take their power back by
attacking their image. The “nasty women” analyzed in this magazine were vilified
because they didn’t tamp down their rage and allowed themselves to embrace
their fury to enact retribution upon those in their community who had wronged
them. Painting these female literary characters as “villains” or “nasty women” prevents them from being fully accepted in a patriarchal society and serves as a way
for people, primarily men, to feel less threatened by a woman’s power. Additionally, this portrayal mitigates the actions that were done against these women along
with continuing to perpetuate this cycle of violence.

What’s in a Name?: A brief history of “nasty’s” origins
For many, the phrase “nasty women” may remind them of the time former
president Donald Trump decided to describe Hillary Clinton with this derogatory
term. In 2016, then presidential candidate Donald Trump sparked outrage on social media for referring to his opponent Senator Hillary Clinton as “a nasty woman” during their final presidential debate (Thorpe). Even though Trump’s usage
of the phrase caused a national outcry, the term “nasty” has long been used as
way to demonize women, especially when referring to their sexual behavior, and
to control the way their behavior is perceived by the general public. Linguists are
unsure when the word “nasty” officially entered the English language, but there
are two commonly accepted ideas for the origin of the term, “one is that it evolved
from old French nastre, which meant something like “vicious” and was a shortening of villenastre…the source of our word “villain”…The other is that it came from
the Dutch nestig, meaning filthy in the manner of a bird’s nest” (Thorpe). By 1783,
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George William Lemon’s etymological dictionary shows that it had officially become a part of the English language and that the term was used in reference
the cleanliness or immorality of an item. From the very beginning, “nasty” has its
has its association with wickedness and moral repugnancy. It is used as a description for things that don’t fall into society’s vision of proper, moral behavior.
However, as time goes on, the word begins to be used as an insult and criticism
of other people. In the 1900s and onward, “nasty” has been used as an insult for
both men and women, but the word’s history leans more towards usage against
women. Kathleen Brown’s book, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches and Anxious Patriarchs, published in 1996 explains the racial history for the term, “in Virginia law
in the 17th and 18th centuries, ‘nasty’ women were a racial category, determining
status” (Thorpe). Brown’s book explains that “nasty” women in this period were
African American slaves who weren’t permitted to work in their owner’s houses.
The usage of the word allowed white supremacist ideals to be reinforced as white
women were held up on a higher pedestal than black women and strengthened
the narrative that only certain women are to be viewed as desirable in a white
patriarchal society.
More recently, “nasty” has been used to describe sexually active women,
especially in music. Multiple musicians have created songs with lyrics referencing “nasty girls” and their sexual exploits. The Notorious BIG has released a song
titled “Nasty Girl”, Vanity 6 in the 1980’s also released a song titled “Nasty Girl”,
and the trend continues today with other musicians objectifying women in their
songs and judging them for their behavior (Thorpe). However, there has been a
feminist effort to reclaim the word alongside its connotations of a woman having
control over their body and behavior. According to Slang dictionary, their definition for “nasty girl” or “nasty woman” is “A nasty girl variously refers to an ill-tempered, sexually adventurous, or self-empowered young woman” (Bradley). Slang
Dictionary’s definition provides a very wide scope of what someone can mean
when referring to a woman as a “nasty woman” or “nasty girl.” However, their
ambiguous definition makes it all that much easier for people to use it as an insult
for any woman that is straying outside of society’s accepted norms for women.
Trump’s incisive comment to Clinton during their presidential debate serves as an
example of his desire to punish Clinton for daring to want to be president and taking the spot away from another man; but it also sparked a movement for feminists
to embrace and reclaim the word for their own purposes, “When women, after
Wednesday’s debate, attested to their own nastiness, they were echoing a reclaiming of the word that has already been taking place in pop culture” (Garber).
“Nasty” may be on its way losing its negative connotation as more women decide
to reclaim the term for their own purposes; but its history of condemning women
for their less than acceptable behavior still leaves its mark on women in popular
culture and in the news today.
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The Original “Nasty Women”: Female Characters in Greek Mythology
A common trope used within literature and films is the “the scorned woman.”
These women are commonly dumped, betrayed, or otherwise mistreated by someone in their life, usually a man, and then use their anger to enact retribution for the
crimes that have been committed against them. When they aren’t met with sympathy
by their peers or are blamed for the actions that were committed against them, the
women often decide to take matters into their own hands and punish the perpetrators for their actions. By not allowing the men that have harmed them to walk away
unpunished, they are defying the expectations that society has put in place to allow
for the continued mistreatment and abuse of women. If they aren’t meek and don’t
put up with the mistreatment, then these women are further punished by their society for daring to demand for the respect and treatment that is denied to them based
on their gender because “a woman who meets the world with intensity is a woman
who endures lashes of shame and disapproval, from within as well as without” (Cote
1). When a woman’s reaction goes beyond what is considered acceptable, it suddenly becomes too much for other people to handle, and they must tone it down if
they don’t want to “make a scene.” Additionally, any emotion displayed strongly by a
woman is often met with discomfort by others witnessing it and used as a reason to
discredit them later.
There are several myths in Greek mythology where the scorned female literary character enacts her vengeance upon the men who have wronged her and is
subsequently punished for her actions. In the myth of Perseus and Medusa, she is
originally human and is only transformed into a gorgon after the god Neptune (Poseidon) rapes her in Minerva’s (Athena’s) temple, “They say that Neptune, lord of the
seas, violated her in the temple of Minerva. Jupiter’s daughter turned away, and hid
her chaste eyes behind her aegis. So that it might not go unpunished, she changed
the Gorgon’s hair to foul snakes” (Ovid) While Minerva’s decision to transform Medusa from a beautiful maiden to a gorgon with the ability to turn men to stone seems
like a punishment for what occurred in the temple, there is the interpretation that
Minerva viewed this transformation as a gift to protect Medusa from ever being sexually assaulted by a man again. Minerva would have been unable to punish Neptune
since he is a fellow god, so the only recourse she had available to her was how she
interacted with Medusa after her sexual assault. We are only taught that it was a
punishment because it reinforces the stigma that it’s the victim’s fault for being raped
alongside with placing a heavy emphasis on the idea that a woman’s only value to
society is to look pretty. However, since Medusa has been gifted with the ability to
protect herself from men and effectively prevent them from doing a similar action to
other women, she is now seen as a threat to society and must be removed. Medusa’s power was deemed such a threat to their patriarchal society that the gods had
to aid Perseus on his quest to kill the “monster.” It also wasn’t enough for Perseus to
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merely decapitate Medusa; but he had to lay claim to her body for his own uses. She
isn’t given an ounce of respect after her death and is forced to act as a source of
destruction for another man that harmed her.
Like Medusa, the witch Circe also had the ability to defend herself against men
by turning them into animals if they intruded upon her island. It comes as no surprise
then that a male hero must be aided by a god into thwarting the protections that she
has put in place to keep herself safe; and this is the case with the story of Circe.
In the myth, Odysseus receives help from Hermes to trick Circe and avoid getting
turned into a pig like his men. To reinforce the patriarchal idea that a man must have
complete control over a woman, he is rewarded with his trickery by becoming her
lover. Odysseus’ transition from enemy to her lover illustrates this need for male
dominance and the idea a woman can be powerful, but she must still submit to a
man. After Circe and Odysseus become lovers, she is no longer viewed as a threat
to him or his crew because she has been “tamed.”
Both Medusa and Circe were overpowered by men in their stories to reinforce
men’s need to command total control over women and to punish women that dared
to protect themselves. They are painted as villains for Perseus and Odysseus to
overcome and use for their own purposes instead as symbols of female empowerment because nothing is a greater threat to the patriarchy than a woman who can
live outside of it, “In Western culture, strong women have historically been imagined
as threats requiring male conquest and control, and Medusa has long been the go-to
figure for those seeking to demonize female authority” (Johnston). However, there
has been a transition in popular culture with the way female characters like Medusa
and Circe are viewed. A feminist lens now portrays Medusa and Circe in a more positive light and focuses on the men as the true villains in their stories.
Medusa and Circe are not the only female characters in popular culture who
use violence to protect themselves and enact vengeance upon the people who dare
to harm them. These women respond in the only way that they know will attract
attention to their plight even with the knowledge that they’ll likely be the ones who
are punished for demanding retribution. The women know and understand that the
justice system systematically fails other women like them by protecting rapists and
abusers and shaming victims for allowing it to happen to them. Yet, they still go down
their path because if the justice system won’t protect them, then they’ll demand justice for themselves no matter the personal cost.

Medusa by Sarah Kee
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Fury in Circe: Viewing a Woman’s Rage through
Her “Infamous” Transformations
Madeline Miller’s novel Circe offers a feminist reinterpretation of Circe’s life
and motives behind her infamous trademark of turning men into pigs. From Homer’s Odyssey to Rick Riordan’s Percy Jackson series, the character of Circe has
been portrayed as having a vendetta against men by punishing them for disturbing
the peace on her island without the authors examining why she has this perceived
“hatred” towards men. Miller’s Circe is rightfully furious that strange men have the
audacity to believe they are entitled to her body; but authors like Riordan and Homer cast Circe as the proud witch who must be humbled for her “unseemly” actions
in the stories of heroes since “when a woman shows anger in institutional, political,
and professional settings, she automatically violates gender norms. She is met with
aversion, perceived as more hostile, irritable, less competent, and unlikeable” (Chemaly v). Because of this, Circe has often been vilified for her witchcraft and justifiable anger when she should be understood, if not respected, for defending herself
against strangers who trespass on her island and feel entitled to her home and body.
Instead of portraying Circe as a villainous witch who uses her magic to transform
“poor, helpless sailors” into swine, Miller provides justification for Circe’s actions
and allows the reader to understand how constant reinforcement of her lowly place
as a nymph and a woman is in Greek society leads to the culmination of this rage
acted out through her infamous transformations. Choosing to only punish women
for their power and anger illustrates the double standard at play where women are
consistently demeaned when they express their discontent with society and men are
praised for rebelling against cultural norms. The consistent punishment Circe experiences throughout the novel demonstrates that women are only able to show their
anger and power so long as it does not threaten the men in their lives.
Throughout the novel, Circe often reminds the reader of what it means to be
nymph in Greece in the eyes of men and the gods: a warm body to be used for their
pleasure. From the very moment she is exiled, Circe understands that as a woman
and a nymph, she faces this threat of bodily violation from others, “If anyone came,
I would only be able to scream, and a thousand nymphs before me knew what good
that did” (Miller 81). She knows that nobody will come to her aid if a man decides
to force himself upon her and that she will become one of the many other nymphs
who have been violated by a man or god because they could rape without the fear
of being punished for it. This acceptance of the sexual violence that is routinely enacted upon female nymphs is so commonplace that jokes are made to trivialize this
violence. When Hermes visits Circe on her island as she’s complaining of all the
wayward nymphs that have been sent to her island as punishment, he makes one
himself:
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‘Use your imagination, they must be good for something. Take them to 		
your bed.’ ‘That is absurd,’ I said. ‘They would run screaming.’ ‘Nymphs al		
ways do,’ he said. ‘But I’ll tell you a secret: they are terrible at getting 			
away,’ At a feast on Olympus such a jest would have been followed 			
by a roar of laughter. Hermes waited now, grinning like a goat. But all I 		
felt was a white, cold rage (Miller 181).
Circe is rightfully furious that Hermes would be insensitive and make this kind of
joke to her that diminishes the seriousness of female sexual assault. She is indignant that Hermes gleefully and casually dehumanizes the violence that he knows
is routinely committed against nymphs, “Subjecting someone to indignity involves
making a person feel shame or a loss of self-respect. It’s the core of humiliation,
embarrassment, and loss of pride. It is the bleeding edge of dehumanization and
violence” (Chemaly 25). As a man and a god, Hermes hasn’t felt this kind of threat
to his body and doesn’t understand the ever-present threat that Circe and the other nymphs would feel when a joke like this is made in their presence. By refusing
to engage with Hermes’ vile behavior, Circe has alienated herself from his favor
by being a “prude” and unable to take a joke when Hermes is the one who should
be chastised for his behavior. Rape jokes are rampant throughout popular culture
and contribute to the normalization of rape and sexual violence against women.
In 2012, Daniel Tosh’s comedy performance at The Laugh Factory in Hollywood
created a firestorm on Twitter for his response to an audience member calling him
out for making jokes about rape, “‘Wouldn’t it be funny if that girl got raped by, like,
five guys right now? Like right now? What if a bunch of guys just raped her…’”
(Lockyer 438). Naturally, Tosh’s distasteful joke created furious reactions from people who don’t believe that rape should be considered a laughing manner; but they
were the ones who received backlash for being “humorless feminists” and unable
to take a joke (Lockyer 438). These ‘humorless feminists’ understand that joking
about rape dismisses this act of violence and allows it to be viewed as a natural
occurrence in society. Like Hermes, Tosh doesn’t face the same threat of violence
that the women in their presence feel whenever rape jokes are made because
they are not the ones who are being targeted by this “joke.” However, Hermes and
Tosh are given greater clemency for the “jokes” that they can make because they
are men; and men are not the ones who are punished for going against society’s
idea of what is considered acceptable.
Even though Circe’s other siblings also are witches and have similar capabilities to her own, Circe is the only one out of the four who is punished for her
powers. She is punished doubly by her father Helios for not only questioning his
knowledge and authority when she insists that Glaucos and Scylla were transformed because of her magic but for admitting that she looked for this ability, “‘She
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defied my commands and contradicted my authority. She has turned her poisons
against her own kind and committed other treacheries as well…It is agreed with
Zeus that for this she must be punished. She is exiled to a deserted island where
she can do no more harm’” (Miller 74). Helios even mutilates his own daughter
when Circe first confesses that she has powers, because he is infuriated at the
thought that a woman who he believes to be weak would even claim to possess
this capability. He is quick to dismiss and punish Circe instead of actually listening
to her when she attempts to talk to him.
Helios is unable to accept Circe’s word as truth and mocks her in front of
everyone for trying to come forward. It isn’t until Circe’s brother Aeëtes returns to
Helios’ halls to report that their other siblings also possess similar gifts that Helios
accepts the veracity of her statements, “From anyone else’s mouth these claims
would have seemed like wild lies. But my brother’s voice carried its old utter conviction” (Miller 67). Once a man speaks on Circe’s behalf, Helios and everyone
else suddenly now believe Circe but revile her for her powers. However, they continue to welcome Aeëtes into their circles and permit Perses to continue practicing
his magic in Persia. They even allow Pasiphaë to continue practicing her magic
because she is married and already perceived to be under the control of her husband. Circe is the only one exiled because she is not a man or married to one.
At first glance, exile on Aiaia offers Circe a place where she is free from being questioned or taken advantage of by men and the gods. She quickly becomes
confident in her skills as a witch and feels protected on the island that she now
calls her home. However, Circe learns that her status as a witch and the daughter
of Helios doesn’t provide enough protection when she still sounds like a human,
“‘It is not common,’ he said, ‘but sometimes lesser nymphs are born with human
voices. Such a one are you…But if you are ever among men, you’ll notice it: they
won’t fear you as they fear the rest of us’” (Miller 93). When men hear Circe’s
voice, they don’t hear someone who can protect themselves or someone that they
respect. They hear a woman’s voice; and after hearing her voice, they believe that
they don’t need to treat her with the same deference as they would if her voice
sounded like a god’s. Even though Circe is a Titan, her human voice marks her
as someone who can be harmed without fear of repercussions. This implicit understanding that men have of when they can use predatory behavior to harm or
threaten harm towards a woman can be seen in a variety of situations from catcalling in the street to scoping out the drunk, “vulnerable” women in a bar. These
women are typically not viewed to be in any kind of position to stop them from behaving in this piggish manner; and because of this, men can get away with vulgar
behavior that they wouldn’t normally dare to do elsewhere.
Circe realizes that most of the sailors who come to her island quickly dismiss
her as a threat as soon as they grasp that she’s alone. They pretend to be grateful
and deferential to Circe for her hospitality while waiting for the perfect moment
7

to strike, “‘Thank you, sweet.’ Sweet. The word set me back a moment. They had
called me goddess before, and so I believed they thought me. But they showed no
awe or religious deference, I realized. The title had been only a flattering courtesy
for a woman alone” (Miller 185). The men don’t actually respect Circe and only say
kind words to make her feel at ease before they abuse her hospitality. The only
thing preventing them from immediately taking what they want from Circe by force
is that they believe another man holds dominion over her and everything else on
the island. As soon as Circe shares that she is the only one on Aiaia, there is nothing holding the men back from assaulting her because they don’t believe anyone is
going to stop them. However, the men quickly realize that Circe has no qualms with
getting her hands dirty.
Once Circe understands that no one is going to save her except for herself,
she does not hesitate to draw on her anger and use her magic in self-defense. She
decides that she won’t use the sleep spell she originally meant to use to protect
herself but to embrace where her abilities are the strongest, transformation. Circe
decides that if these men wanted to act like pigs, then they can become them, “But
I did not want to. My eyes lifted to his rutted face. Those herbs had another use,
and I knew what it was. I drew breath, and spoke my word…He fell to all fours. He
screamed, and his men screamed with him. It went on for a long time. As it turned
out, I did kill pigs that night after all” (Miller 189). The first sailors that she encountered violated and broke her hospitality. They acted like greedy little pigs so when
Circe decides to act as judge, jury, and executioner for the crimes that were committed against her, it’s no surprise that she would transform them into swine. Circe
initially expects someone to come to Aiaia to chastise her for using her magic, but
no one comes to her island to check on Circe either to punish or comfort her after
she was raped. Instead, the gods continue to allow sailors to find her island and
attempt to commit the same assault against her in her home.
Since no one comes to Circe’s aid after the first assault and no one prevents
other men from finding Aiaia, it is understandable that Circe continues to turn the
men into pigs that seek to do her harm. It becomes routine for Circe to see what
the leader of each group will do and how they wish to treat her when they come
knocking on her door. She notes how each leader will check for signs of a man
living in her home as a deterrent for their intended actions, “No sign of brothers or
fathers or sons, no vengeance that would follow after. If I were valuable to anyone,
I would not be allowed to live alone” (Miller 194). They underestimate Circe and
don’t believe that a single woman has the chance of protecting herself from multiple men attacking her at once. The men are confident and unafraid of Circe because they believe they will be able to get away with whatever liberties they want to
take.
Is it so surprising then that Circe enjoys flipping the power dynamic on these
men that intend to assault her? Circe freely admits that she enjoys watching the
men realize the mistake they’ve made, “It was my favorite moment, seeing them
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frown and try to understand why I wasn’t afraid. In their bodies I could feel my herbs
like strings waiting to be plucked. I savored their confusion, their dawning fear.
Then I plucked them” (Miller 194). When women are assaulted, they are allowed to
be upset and angry as long as they are perceived to be the victim; but when they
act on their anger, they are often judged for it. Men are the ones who are permitted
to enact vengeance upon those who have slighted them or a loved one. They can
react with violence and ruthlessness but the moment a woman reacts with just as
much violence and ruthlessness it becomes “unseemly” because “we are allowed to
be angry but not on our own behalves” (Chemaly vi). Circe used the skills she had
at her disposal to protect herself and the nymphs living on her island against those
seeking her harm. She doesn’t transform the few good men who simply needed a
place to stay and only uses her skill as a form of preventing rape from occurring on
her island ever again.
Circe is halted in her practice of turning terrible men into pigs when Odysseus
and his crew come to her island. Odysseus is warned by Hermes and given moly to
protect himself from Circe’s magic. Instead of throwing herself at Odysseus’ mercy
as Homer portrays their impasse in The Odyssey, Circe still has her agency and
creates a truce with Odysseus that they can both accept. However, men don’t enjoy
hearing about a woman with her own agency in stories about heroes and Circe’s
encounter with Odysseus is twisted to reflect that:
Later, years later I would hear a song made of our meeting…I was not 		
surprised by the portrait of myself: the proud witch undone before the hero’s
sword, kneeling and begging for mercy. Humbling women seems to me a 		
chief pastime of poets. As if there can be no story unless we crawl and weep
(Miller 206).
The storyteller is unable to accept the reality that Circe is a powerful woman capable of holding her own against one of Greece’s greatest heroes. They shrink Circe
to become an object for Odysseus to best and conquer instead of recognizing her
as a witch. No one wants to hear a story about a witch and a hero reaching an impasse before working together. The patriarchy needs the reaffirmation that a woman needs to be put in her place by a man and Circe’s narrative exists outside of
these boundaries so it must be changed to something that fits within the accepted
ideas of what it means to be a woman.
Miller provides an explanation to the “nasty, vilified” version of Circe that is
often portrayed in media. Her Circe is not afraid to get her hands dirty and allow her
rage to be expressed through her transformations. She shows Circe as a woman
who unhappy with the expectations that are placed upon her as a woman in ancient
Greece and who is willing to embrace her powers even if they ostracize her from
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both mortals and gods alike. Circe is viewed as a threat because she decided to
protect herself and prevent men from harming her in her own home, while everyone
else turns a blind eye. Instead of reflecting upon the issues in society that cause so
many men to believe they are entitled to a woman’s body whenever they feel like it,
people are often focused on Circe’s anger and her transformations of men into pigs.
It’s disturbing that society punishes women for self-defense instead of directing
their ire towards the pigs that think they can get away with sexually assaulting other
members of their community. By viewing Circe solely as a “man hater” who turns
men into swine for her own amusement without considering the reasons she had
for doing so, it transforms Circe into the villain of her own story when she was behaving in a manner that guaranteed her safety and the safety of the other nymphs
living with her. It erases everything that led up to her decision to use transformation
as an act of self-defense and allows the true villains of the story to cast themselves
as “poor, helpless” victims who really didn’t mean any harm. While sexual assault
survivors cannot magically transform the men who assaulted them into swine, their
transformation can be seen in the reframing of the narrative around their assault
and transitioning away from the misconception that revealing what happened to
them is “ruining the perpetrators’ lives.” If the perpetrator feels that their life has
been “ruined” by the survivor coming forward, then they should be reflecting on
how their actions have impacted the life of the survivor. There shouldn’t be a pity
party thrown for someone who knowingly decided to commit an act of sexual violence against a woman. Instead, the focus should be on the survivor and how their
life has been irrevocably changed. Chanel Miller’s memoir, Know My Name, along
with the #MeToo movement have shown how the tide is changing in the media to
provide women a platform to speak and share what happened to them and make it
difficult for their perpetrators to hide behind the claim that their lives would be profoundly affected if they were punished for their actions. This transformation in the
narrative around sexual assault is a start, but there needs to be an ideological shift
in who contemporary culture wants to protect along with the physical process of
making the justice system follow through with its claim of helping survivors for there
to be a true transformation in how sexual assault is viewed in contemporary culture.

Circe by Sarah Kee
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Rape Apologist Culture in Promising Young
Woman (2020)
From Kill Bill to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, there are no shortage of rape
revenge films out today, and the recent release of Promising Young Woman is another film that fits the genre. These films are often satisfying for viewers to watch
because the customarily female protagonist wreaks vengeance upon her assaulters
and usually achieves an often-bloody retribution for the crimes committed against
her. Often because of how poorly the legal system serves survivors of assault,
these women are not able to pursue justice through the legal system and decide
to punish the perpetrators using whatever means they have available to them. In
the case of Cassie, played by Carey Mulligan, in Promising Young Woman (2020),
after her friend Nina’s suicide during medical school because of a rape at a party and the failure of the legal system to support her friend, Cassie decides to take
matters into her own hands and punish those responsible for her friend’s death.
Cassie increasingly places herself in dangerous situations throughout the film just
to have the chance at avenging Nina and to prevent a similar event from occurring
with another woman. Carey Mulligan’s performance as Cassie in Promising Young
Woman (2020) illustrates the pervasiveness of rape culture in contemporary society
as she continues her path of vengeance and embraces her nihilistic fury at the cost
of her own life. Cassie and Nina’s story shows that everyone from authority figures
in positions of power who don’t believe the victim to bystanders who don’t step in
to prevent it from happening are just as complicit in perpetuating the violence that
occurs against these women and are permitting rape culture to continue.
It’s no coincidence that the director, Emerald Fennell, chose to title the film
“Promising Young Woman”. The title is a play on the narrative that routinely surrounds men who are being accused of rape and assault and the concern that is
shown for how these allegations could potentially harm these “promising young
men.” Instead of showing concern for the women who are coming forward with their
stories of rape and sexual assault, the worry is for how these young men are going
to be treated in the future:
It’s all in the title. Yes, Promising Young Woman is about rape and rape apolo
gist culture. Yes, it is a feminist revenge film. But intriguingly, what’s at its core
is exactly what the title suggests - promise. Whose promise and potential 		
do we protect, whose bright futures do we safeguard and whose do we find
disposable? Whose lives are sacrosanct and who, conversely, is ‘ruining’ the
fun? (Chappet).
This decision to protect the future of the rapist Al Monroe over that of Nina’s is
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made abundantly clear from the lawyer that represented Monroe at the time to
the dean of the college. Both figures in positions of authority deliberately chose
to safeguard Monroe’s future, allowing him the opportunity to complete medical
school and become a respected member of the community. However, by ignoring
Nina, they punished her for doing the right thing by coming forward and not providing an adequate support system to use after this assault occurred. Failure to
receive the support she needs, causes both Nina and Cassie to drop out of medical school and compromises both of their promising futures while Monroe quickly
becomes a rising a star.
Choosing to protect the interests of the man being accused of rape or sexual
assault is not an occurrence that only happens in films. In the Stanford rape case
that occurred in 2015, Brock Turner was convicted of sexually assaulting Chanel
Miller while she was unconscious but was only sentenced to six months in jail and
three years of probation by Judge Aaron Persky (Donaghue). Similarly, to Dean
Walker in the film, Persky was concerned about how his sentencing would impact
Turner’s life, “He also found a prison sentence would have a ‘severe impact’ on
Turner, and his life would suffer severe ‘collateral consequences’ resulting from the
felony conviction because of the intense publicity and the requirement to register
as a sex offender” (Donaghue). While Persky acknowledged the physical and emotional pain that Miller was experiencing because of this traumatic experience, it is
difficult to believe that he understands what Miller must have felt as he expressed
his concern for Turner’s future and refusing to provide her with a greater sense of
justice being served in the courtroom. Nina’s character also was assaulted at a
campus party; and because she was drunk at the time of her rape, her credibility
was called into question, “‘You said it was too much of a ‘he said, she said situation.’’ ‘Well, you know. we get accusations like this all the time…I mean because
what would you have me do? Ruin a young man’s life every time we get an accusation like this?’ (Promising Young Woman 45:27-46:20). Both Chanel Miller and
Nina’s credibility were questioned because they were drunk at the time of their assault; and people in positions of authority didn’t want to tarnish the names of these
“promising young men” based off a case of “he said, she said.” However, this excuse of “he said, she said” allows the perpetrator to be favored and makes it even
more difficult for women to want to testify in the first place, “Physical evidence
is discounted when, for example, ‘she said’ the sexual contact that the evidence
confirms was rape, but ‘he says’ it was consensual. The evidence, often disputed
and ample in rape cases, is removed in this formulation into a realm of doubt that
favors the rapist” (Gilmore 6). It is difficult to even want to go to the effort of a pursuing charges for the assault when the survivor knows ahead of time that she will
have to fight every step of the way to be believed by everyone in the courtroom. In
the interest of showing both sides of the situation as “equal”, this “excuse” inevitably makes it easier for the perpetrator to cast doubt on the survivor’s credibility and
use purity culture to place the blame on the survivor for behaving or dressing in a
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certain manner.
After Nina was assaulted, everyone was talking about how she had “asked
for it” because of her behavior at the party instead of talking about how Al Monroe
is an asshole for raping her and his friends are just as complicit for recording it
instead of preventing it from occurring. If the people around you don’t even believe
what happened or are actively trying to discredit you, it is so much more difficult to
want to pursue charges, “Shaming, victim blaming, discrediting, and denunciation
attach to women’s testimony so predictably, and are so regularly associated with
it, that these negative affects function as prolepsis: they are a threat that prevents
women from testifying” (Gilmore 7). When Cassie confronts Monroe’s lawyer, she
learns the disturbing lengths that he went to prevent Nina and other girls from
pursuing charges, “‘You know, I got a bonus for every settlement out of court. I got
another bonus for every charge dropped…There was a guy. His only job was to
comb through all their social media accounts for any compromising information…
Now, one drunk photo at a party. Oh, you wouldn’t believe how hostile that makes
a jury’” (Promising Young Woman 57:44-58:16). Women must cultivate and maintain a “pure” image of themselves if they even want a shot at being believed by
a jury of their peers. If they broadcast their life on social media, they risk any of
their posts being used against them to question their credibility and moral standing
while their perpetrator can call in character references from their friends to show
that they aren’t the kind of guy that behaves in this manner.
To prevent another girl from experiencing the same thing as Nina, Cassie decides to go out to the clubs each week and pretend to be severely intoxicated until
a “nice guy” shows up to save the day. These “nice guys” promise that they’ll take
her home before deciding that they’ll just go back to his place because it’s closer
or more convenient. However, much to their surprise, Cassie is sober and waiting
for the moment these men decide to take advantage of her supposed intoxication
before confronting them, “Bitches in sheep’s clothing, these characters are reputed
for fooling others into believing they’re the sweet, agreeable innocents they present themselves as, masking their cool, conniving selves beneath” (Ahsan). Every
time Cassie decides to drop the mask of being drunk and vulnerable before these
“nice guys”, they panic and want to get away from her because they realize that
they no longer have a free pass at committing assault. They hide behind the persona of being considered a concerned stranger to gain access to an easy lay instead
of actually being a decent person and engaging in consensual sex.
There is a “nice guy” epidemic going on in contemporary culture where a person, often a man, believes that acts of kindness and basic human decency should
be rewarded with sex. These men are under the mistaken impression that displaying decent behavior towards a woman entitles them to sexual compensation. The
men that Cassie targets at the club fall into the “nice guy” stereotype and feel the
need to declare how nice they are when Cassie calls them out for their predatory
behavior such as she does with Neil, “‘What are you trying to say? That I’m, like, a
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predator or something?’ ‘I don’t know. Are you?’ ‘I am a nice guy.’ ‘You keep saying that. You’re not as rare as you think’” (Promising Young Woman 19:40-19:50).
These “nice guys” are everywhere, from the guy you know who will bitch about
about being in the “friendzone” to guy who has been accused of raping a woman and is being defended by his friends for his good, upstanding, moral behavior.
Even in the case of Brock Turner, multiple people wrote letters on his behalf vouching for his good character, or in other words, that he really was a “nice guy”, and
this was something that he would never normally do. Prosecutor Alaleh Kianerci
questioned the validity of Turner’s characters letters in Persky’s decision to give
Turner a lighter sentence, “‘The sad reality is that sex assaults often occur by people you never expect them, people who look just like Mr. Turner, people who were
the nice guy, the guy next door’” (Donaghue). Kianerci rightfully argues that being
viewed as a “nice guy” doesn’t mean that you’re incapable of doing terrible things
and that you don’t always have a good judge on a person’s character. This “nice
guy” persona is also problematic in that it is typically only applied as a protective
shield for white men when they are being accused of sexual assault or rape. The
“nice guy” persona allows the justice system to protect this demographic while
allowing systemic racism to continue to punish others who are facing the same
charges. It’s also insulting that a victim’s statement of what occurred can be challenged by the opinion of someone who wasn’t even present at the time of the assault, especially when they’re questioning the validity of what occurred.
Rape culture isn’t always as explicit as a “nice guy” checking up on a drunk
girl out of the kindness of his heart and taking her home in the hopes that he’ll
have an easy lay. It is also present whenever a man decides to catcall or harass
a woman while walking in the street. When a man catcalls a woman, it carries the
unspoken implication that he has the power and confidence to initiate an act of
sexual violence. Even if he makes no moves to physically harm the woman, the act
of catcalling is a threat to her safety in what should be considered a neutral, public
space. The woman is placed in a difficult situation of whether she should confront
the man for his sexist behavior and risk him reacting angrily or if she should ignore him and hope that he doesn’t get pissed off for not getting a reaction. Cassie
encounters a group of construction men during her walk home from a “nice guy’s”
place and is subjected to their catcalling. However, Cassie chooses to not continue to walk and simply stares at the men while they say vulgar things to her, which
causes the men to become uncomfortable and then angry that they’re not getting
a reaction from Cassie, “‘Can’t take a joke? Jesus, lady, what’s up? Come on, why
don’t you give us a little smile, huh?’ Stop staring.’ ‘What the fuck you staring at?’
‘Stop it. You can’t take a joke? Okay. Fuck you then’” (Promising Young Woman
8:58-9:12). As soon as Cassie reacts in a different way than the men are used to
seeing, they immediately get defensive of their behavior and want her to stop staring at them and go away. Cassie’s refusal to say anything back to them or keep on
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walking and just simply stare the men down is an act of defiance and allows her to
gain a sense of power back from this exchange.
Cassie also doesn’t choose to only go after Al Monroe in her quest to
achieve vengeance for Nina’s death, she also sets out to punish everyone else
who had a hand in covering up the rape or dismissing Nina’s credibility. She has
no qualms over placing the collaborators in disturbing situations to punish them
but to also make them see how terrified Nina must have felt when placed in the
same situation, “This is part of Cassandra’s nihilist malice. She is the dark avenger unconcerned with fairness” (Bradshaw). Cassie doesn’t care that they were
not the ones who physically harmed Nina but that their actions drove Nina to her
eventual death. She punishes Madison, a former classmate, by paying a guy take
her up to a hotel room after she gets day drunk at lunch, “‘Cassie, sorry. Please
call me back. I’m freaking out a little. I woke up in one of the hotel rooms. I-I think
something might have happened. I-I don’t know’” (Promising Young Woman 41:1641:26). Madison’s punishment is to wake up hungover in the hotel room with only
the memory of a guy tucking her into the hotel bed. The fear of being raped while
drunk is enough for Madison to realize how messed up it was that the other students made fun of Nina for it happening in medical school.
Or, in the case of Dean Walker and her daughter, Cassie momentarily tricks
Walker into believing that her daughter is partying and drinking with college boys,
“‘Look how easy it was. I guess you just had to think about it in the right way. I
guess it feels different when it’s someone you love…Relax. Dean Walker, do you
think I would really do something like that? Luckily, I don’t have as much faith in
boys as you do’” (Promising Young Woman 48:45-49:17). Dean Walker displays
immediate concern for her daughter that she didn’t bother to display for Nina seven years earlier. Both Madison and Dean Walker are terrified for either their safety
or their loved one’s safety whereas they showed little compassion for Nina when it
happened to her. Cassie’s decision to punish the other people involved in the aftermath of Nina’s rape shows how everyone’s actions when they are confronted with
this experience can harm the survivor’s well-being. It shouldn’t have to personally
occur to someone or to someone they love for others to give a damn about how
rape and sexual assault have a tremendously negative impact on the survivor’s
life.
Additionally, Dean Walker’s refusal to take Nina’s claim seriously also reinforces the belief that the university isn’t going to do shit for you if you come forward
with a claim of being sexually assaulted. Sexual assault is a major issue at many
universities across the country, yet little seems to be done to deconstruct rape culture on their campuses and create a community that prevents sexual violence from
occurring to any of their students. At the beginning of the fall semester, the University of Nebraska-Lincoln made headlines for a sexual assault that was allegedly
committed by a member of Phi Gamma Delta (otherwise known as “FIJI”), a Greek
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fraternity on campus. However, this was not the first time that members of FIJI
were accused of violence against women, “FIJI has had multiple sexual assault allegations, and the fraternity was suspended in 2017 after members of the fraternity
harassed Women’s March protestors in January that year” (Hummel). The fraternity was reinstated in 2019 after taking courses on sexual misconduct and Title
IX training and had vowed to change their reputations to prevent other instances
like this from occurring (Idachaba). Clearly, those classes were ineffective from
preventing the fraternity with being associated with another sexual assault. While
members of the fraternity should be held responsible for their actions and creating
a community that doesn’t allow its members to commit assault, the university is
also responsible for allowing this behavior to continue when it has known for years
that this Greek organization has had a serious problem with treating women with
respect. In light of this most recent assault that occurred in August, the university’s
response was to announce that Phi Gamma Delta will be suspended through 2026
after being found in violation of the Student Code of Conduct (Wendling). It is difficult to find true comfort that the university is taking adequate steps to combat this
prevalent issue when the actions they’ve taken so far has been to only suspend
the fraternity for five years, which, coincidentally, is long enough for students who
attended the FIJI protests to have graduated by then and for this group of enraged
students to not be around to put pressure on the university to enact meaningful
change.
Both Madison and Dean Walker’s actions in the aftermath of Nina’s sexual
assault display how rape culture is enabled by people who weren’t directly present
when the assault initially occurred. They are both complicit in Monroe’s actions
because they didn’t act as a support system for Nina to lean on while processing
the traumatic event she experienced. Madison had viewed the video that was circulated of Nina’s sexual assault and admitted to Cassie that she had found it funny
at the time while making the decision to not share this video with law enforcement.
It’s horrifying that she or anyone else who had seen the video hadn’t thought it
was an issue that there was a video being circulated of one their classmates being
raped by a fellow classmate. What kind world are we living in if people can watch
a video of someone they know being assaulted and it is so commonplace that no
one is outraged when they view it? This complicity enables rape and sexual assault to continue to occur because the perpetrators witness how it is accepted as
commonplace by others and feel comfortable in the likelihood that they can get
away with it.
However, the betrayal that hurts Cassie the most is when she realizes that
her charming boyfriend Ryan, played by Bo Burnham, was present at Nina’s rape
and did nothing to prevent it from happening. While watching the video that Madison shares with her, she hears his voice in the background and decides to confront
him about his role in Nina’s assault, “‘I don’t…I don’t remember. Uh, I don’t.’ ‘Didn’t
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make an impact, huh?’ ‘I was a kid’” (Promising Young Woman 1:20:04-1:20:08).
Cassie is enraged that Ryan, who is portrayed as a loveable “nice guy” throughout
the film, is just as complicit for the events that occurred at that party because he
didn’t confront Al Monroe or any of the other guys there to stop them from raping
and objectifying Nina. Ryan’s weak excuse of “I was a kid” doesn’t absolve him of
his role in the events that night. Nina was also “just a kid” and she didn’t deserve to
experience sexual assault. No kid or adult ever does.
Promising Young Woman ends with Cassie achieving her goal of achieving justice for Nina’s death at the cost of her life. When Cassie attends Monroe’s
bachelor party disguised as a stripper, she lures him away upstairs and attempts
to carve Nina’s name into his chest; but he overpowers Cassie, murders her, and
the proceeds to cover up her death by burning her body in the woods. It initially appears that Monroe will get away with his latest crime against a woman until
his wedding day arrives; and Cassie’s scheduled text messages to her “nice guy”
ex-boyfriend, Ryan, reveal that she had a plan in place in case she didn’t return,
“You didn’t think this was the end, did you? It is now” (Promising Young Woman
1:47:22-1:47:25). Cassie had sent a phone containing a video of Nina’s rape to a
lawyer along with a letter explaining where she had gone if she went missing. The
film’s dark conclusion only provides the viewer with the consolation that Al Monroe was arrested for her murder and will likely be charged for raping Nina as well.
However, it is infuriating that Cassie must die and become another one of Al Monroe’s victims for there to be something done. It is only in Cassie’s death that the
justice system decides to act and prevent Monroe from harming another woman.
Promising Young Woman reveals how pervasive and permissive rape culture
is in contemporary society. Every encounter Cassie has with either a person from
her time at medical school or a “nice guy” she meets at the club emphasizes how
sexual assault against women can easily be dismissed by others or how entitled a
man feels towards a woman’s body for being such a “nice guy”. The film provides a
commentary on who society prioritizes and believes and who society shames and
belittles for daring to come forward. Cassie places herself and others in dangerous
situations just so they can finally understand why she is so furious that no one did
anything for Nina and that no one is doing anything for every single other woman
who experienced the same thing that Nina did. Her death is the tipping stone that
finally causes everyone to give a damn because contemporary society only cares
about women after they are already dead.

Cassie by Sarah Kee
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Anger as a Result of Marital Dissatisfaction in
Gone Girl
It would be easy to dismiss Amy Dunne’s elaborate revenge scheme of
framing her husband Nick for her murder in Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl as the act of
a “crazy psycho bitch” who went too far while punishing Nick for his marital transgressions. However, Amy did what she did because she felt that nothing else would
make Nick realize that his actions do have consequences. Neither Nick nor Amy
are reliable narrators in this story, and both have done unsavory things to punish
each other throughout the course of their marriage. Because of this, their relationship is an extreme example of how buried resentments can build up over time and
burst forth when a person can no longer let them go. Their marriage illustrates how
the fantasy of a “happily ever after” once you commit to someone is often untrue
and that there can be a disparity in who puts in the work to keep the household
running. This disparity often falls upon the woman who must play into the fantasy of
the Cool Girl to keep her partner satisfied. Once a woman falls into the role of the
Cool Girl, she is stuck playing this role unless she wants to receive criticism from
her partner for her “shrewish” behavior. Amy’s often “crazy psycho bitch” actions,
as Nick describes them, towards her husband throughout Gone Girl emphasize this
gender disparity at work in marriages and how women are the ones who commonly
suffer when their husbands decide to drop their “Prince Charming” personas and
not uphold their end of the relationship. Her actions are a direct result of girls being
fed this narrative from childhood that marriage and starting a family is the “ultimate”
life path that they should aspire towards and are shocked when they realize that
their marriage is unfulfilling and does not provide them with the happiness and love
that they were told they’d have throughout their childhood.
While it is now more acceptable for women to not get married, they still face
a lot of societal pressure to be in a relationship and the expectation of marriage in
their future. Amy comments on this pressure in one of her diary entries. She feels
that her friends began to judge her for being single for so long; and that there must
something wrong with her for not being in a relationship, “They knit their eyebrows
and pretend to think of men they can set me up with, but we all know there’s no
one left, no one good left, and I know that they secretly think there’s something
wrong with me, something hidden away that makes me unsatisfiable, unsatisfying”
(Flynn 39). There can be a lot of judgement placed upon a woman if she’s single
because many people conclude that there’s something “undesirable” about the
woman even if she has no intention or desire to end up in a relationship. It can also
make gatherings uncomfortable when everyone is focused on a woman’s lack of a
relationship instead of wanting to talk about the things going on in her life that she
cares more about than her nonexistent dating life.
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There is also the belief that being in a crappy relationship is better than not
being in one at all. Many of Amy’s friends are in unsatisfactory marriages and claim
that it’s not that hard to get married, “The ones who are not soul-mated- the ones
who have settled- are even more dismissive of my singleness: It’s not that hard to
find someone to marry, they say” (Flynn 39). A man is allowed to have a long list of
unrealistic expectations for his “dream girl”, but a woman is expected to settle down
with any man just because they proposed to her. Women are ridiculed for setting
high standards for their partner in a relationship when men are setting unachievable standards themselves. Why should Amy or any woman settle for a man who
isn’t interested in her just so she can fulfill society’s expectations of the wedding
day fantasy? There is nothing preventing them from living a happy and satisfying
life otherwise, except for the fact that we’ve all been fed the lie that this path is the
only way a woman can feel accomplished with her life.
One of Amy’s most iconic moments in the novel is when she criticizes the
Cool Girl stereotype as a way for women to attract the man they’re interested in
dating. This Cool Girl persona is just male fantasy and contributes to their fantasy
of dating the “perfect woman”:
Hot and understanding. Cool Girls never get angry; they only smile in a cha		
grined loving manner and let their men do whatever they want. Go ahead, 		
shit on me, I don’t mind, I’m the Cool Girl. Men actually think this girl exists.
Maybe they’re fooled because so many women are willing to pretend to be		
this girl (Flynn 300).
The Cool Girl fulfills a men’s fantasy by being a physically attractive woman who
also lets him get away with not taking any responsibility in their relationship. The
patriarchy forces women to try and fit this persona so they can cater to the man’s
desire without requiring men to reciprocate. From a young age, girls are told to
control their anger to appear more pleasant, “It is even harder to accept that girls
feel angry and have legitimate rights to not make themselves cheerfully available
as resources for boys’ development” (Chemaly 2). Girls are pressured to set aside
their anger and disappointment when they’re treated poorly so boys don’t have to
face any responsibility to make amends when they’ve done something that causes
pain to another person. They don’t need to apologize because society has perfected the ready saying of “boys will be boys” to excuse any sort of misbehavior on
their end. There are genuine instances of “boys being boys” that are good-spirited;
but when it is used to prevent them from being chastised, they are learning that
they can just excuse their behavior by the fact that they are a guy instead of a girl.
With a Cool Girl, the man doesn’t have to worry about being a good partner
because the woman will take on the emotional labor of cultivating her behavior and
looks to satisfy his desires while allowing his poor behavior to continue so he
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doesn’t portray her as the “nagging shrew” to his friends. This fantasy allows men
to place unrealistic expectations upon the women they’re dating and punish them
for being human:
There are variations to the window dressing, but believe me, he wants Cool
Girl, who is basically the girl who likes every fucking thing he likes and 		
doesn’t ever complain. (How do you know you’re not Cool Girl? Because he
says things like: ‘I like strong women.’ If he says that to you, he will at some
point fuck someone else. Because ‘I like strong women’ is code for ‘I hate 		
strong women.’) (Flynn 300).
When men want Cool Girl, they want a woman without their own opinion who only
agrees with everything the man says and does. They don’t want someone with a
personality or someone who will call them out on their bullshit when they’re acting
like a dick towards them. Amy realizes that a man’s desire for a “strong, independent woman” lasts if that woman doesn’t interfere with his ability to live his life how
he wants. The façade is kept if the man can still pretend that his actions don’t impact their relationship. Once the “strong, independent woman” puts her foot down
and sets reasonable boundaries in her relationship, she is no longer seen as desirable by men because she is forcing them to be accountable for their actions. It
is demoralizing to have to play the role of the Cool Girl to keep a man engaged in
the relationship and not be able to be yourself if you don’t want to worry about them
abandoning the relationship at the first sign of you formulating your own opinion.
Even worse than a woman having independent thoughts is one that expects her
man to take care of himself.
The Cool Girl persona continues to be propped up as the kind of woman
young girls should aspire to become with the archetype showing up in popular
films, podcasts, or on other media sites, such as Barstool Sports. Created in 2003,
Barstool Sports has grown to become a popular “Manhattan-based digital media
company that applies comedy and satire to pop culture, politics, gorgeous women, trending Internet topics and of course, sports” (Burns). The company has a
large following, with over six million unique visitors each month, 760,000 Twitter
followers, and an average 2.2 million monthly interactions on Instagram; it’s very
popular among young men on college campuses across the country but claims to
be for everyone with their phrase that the site was written “by the common man,
for the common man” (Burns). Barstool Sports mainly contributes to the Cool Girl
archetype by carefully selecting their female staff to be conventionally attractive
and the kind of “feminist” content that they write for their “Barstool Chicks” section.
In the “Barstool Chicks” description of who they are on their website, they claim to
be, “One of the boys, all for the girls, CHICKS speaks to our fans the way women
speak to their friends; unfiltered and unapologetic” (Chicks). This description illus20

trates how this whole section targeted towards women only wishes to reinforce the
idea that women should strive to be “one of the guys” and conveys this advice in
language that only continues to uphold the patriarchy. This need to be “one of the
guys” only reaffirms the Cool Girl stereotype by teaching young women that they
need to conform themselves to be seen as palatable to the male population. These
articles also contribute to the sexual objectification of women and the expectation
that all other women must behave this way to appeal to the male gaze. In their
article called “Sean ‘McBae’ Continues to Win On And Off The Field”, the writer
contributes to the objectification of his girlfriend Veronica Khomyn by only focusing
on her attractiveness and at one point stating that the coach has an “an absolute
rocket to go home to every night” (Smith). This kind of talk about other women only
serves to promote toxic male locker room behavior that reduces a woman’s worth
to her physical attractiveness. Instead of uplifting women, these writers are contributing to the objectification of women in a culture that thrives on this objectification.
The podcast “Call Her Daddy”, which is affiliated with Barstool Sports, also
contributes towards the popularization of the “Cool Girl” by giving out problematic
advice to its young female viewers to keep a man interested in them. Their advice
consistently recommends women to change themselves to appeal to a man’s preference, “According to the hosts, the phrase ‘Call Her Daddy’ is supposed to empower women to feel a sense of control of their relationships and sexual endeavors, yet it is women who must adjust their habits to the likes of men” (Klein). By
consistently encouraging women to change their habits so men will be interested in
them reinforces the narrative that a woman must improve herself if she wants to be
in a relationship. It also reinforces this unattainable standard and makes everyone
involved unhappy when they are unable to either to achieve or be with this fantasy
woman. When a woman participates in the Cool Girl fantasy, they are aiding and
abetting the very culture that forces them to take on this persona, “In these instances, the Cool Girl is complicit in the objectification of other women, and contributes
happily to a misogynistic male culture” (Hillenbrand). No woman wins when Cool
Girl is the status to aspire towards because they will always be compared to something that isn’t possible to maintain.
Throughout her diary entries, Amy pretends to congratulate herself for not
falling into the “nagging shrew” stereotype that many of her friends have been
portrayed as because they expect their partner to perform basic relationship tasks.
Or she pretends to find it silly that her friends expect their boyfriends to behave as
a “dancing monkey”, a man who will cater to his girlfriend’s needs in their relationship. In Amy’s effort to appeal to Nick’s idea of the Cool Girl, she claims to find it
ridiculous that her friends would want their partners to show up for them when they
need them, “Nick and I, we sometimes laugh, laugh out loud, at the horrible things
women make their husbands do to prove their love. The pointless tasks, the myriad
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sacrifices, the endless small surrenders. We call these men the dancing monkeys”
(Flynn 74). However, by letting Nick off the hook with these small tasks, such as
skipping drinks with her and her friends without bothering to give Amy a call, Amy
makes it easier for him to continue to disregard her boundaries in their relationship.
Her unwillingness to call him out for not taking the time to communicate his change
of plans allows Nick to do whatever he wants without considering how it affects her
life as well. 		
Because of this, when she voices her displeasure about Nick not having the
common courtesy to let her know when he is unable to make their scheduled plans,
he gaslights her and makes it seem like it’s not that big of deal that he’s disrespecting her and her time. When Nick doesn’t come home for their third anniversary
dinner in favor of consoling the editors that were laid off at his magazine at a bar,
Amy pretends to feel like she can’t express her disappointment that he missed their
anniversary, “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I’m feeling like a shrill housewife, or a foolish doormat- I don’t know which. I don’t want to be angry, I can’t even
figure out if I should be angry” (Flynn 95). While it is very unfortunate that the men
Nick worked with were laid off, he wasn’t married for three years to them. If it had
been that imperative for Nick to have this one last “hoorah” with the boys, then he
should have given Amy a heads up that he wouldn’t be home and to see if they
couldn’t reschedule their plans. By getting angry with Amy for being reasonably upset that her husband didn’t bother to inform her of this change of plans, Nick is dismissing his wife’s emotions and ensuring that she will be more hesitant share her
thoughts in the future, “Women are especially not supposed to question or publicly
shame men for their behavior” (Chemaly 136). Nick isn’t even bothering to pretend
to care about her disappointment and is using his own anger as a shield to prevent
himself from having to apologize. Women are taught to accept men’s actions as the
law and not question or call them out for their behavior even when they are blatantly in the wrong. This keeps women in their perceived place and permits the patriarchy to reinforce the belief that a man doesn’t need to answer to anyone other than
himself.
Amy shouldn’t have to be afraid to act like a “nagging shrew” to demand that
Nick treat her with basic decency and respect. Communication is a key component
of any relationship; and by forcing Amy to have to take on the responsibility of figuring out where he is whenever they are supposed to be doing something together, Nick is clearly not upholding his side of the relationship. Any woman in Amy’s
shoes shouldn’t be treated as if they’re expecting too much from their significant
other because they want to know why they didn’t do what they were supposed to,
“And Nick’s not doing anything anymore, so I have to nag, and it pisses me off: You
are turning me into what I never have been and never wanted to be, a nag, because you are not living up to your end of a very basic compact” (Flynn 116). This
demoization of women for caring allows men to treat women like shit and pretend
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that they haven’t done anything wrong to warrant this anger felt towards them. Men
are afraid of this perceived loss of control when they have to include a woman in
their planning, “The fear of emasculation and loss of control runs through responses to women’s speech and anger. Nagging wives, shrews, and harridans, to make
the association lear between women and men who aren’t able to “control them,”
are ball breakers” (Chemaly 138). The woman is almost always demonized as the
“shrew” who is unable to let her man be “one of the guys” when she wants him
to act like her partner and be there for her when she needs him. When a woman
doesn’t drop everything to aid her man in his time of need, she is viewed as a terrible girlfriend or wife; but when a man doesn’t do the same, the woman is blamed
for expecting too much from her man.
After Amy reveals that her diary entries were part of her plan to portray Nick
as a crappy husband, she admits that she chose to depict events in a light that
would emphasize her desire to be Nick’s version of Cool Girl. Instead of being fine
that Nick was routinely blowing off their plans, she was furious that Nick believed
that she was going to accept him treating her like a doormat for the rest of their
marriage:
I hated him for not knowing that it had to end, for truly believing he had mar		
ried this creature, this figment of the imagination of a million masturbatory 		
men, semen-fingered and self-satisfied. He truly seemed astonished when I
asked him to listen to me. He couldn’t believe I didn’t love wax-stripping my
pussy raw and blowing him on request. That I did mind when he didn’t show
up for drinks with my friends (Flynn 303).
Amy should not have had to pretend to be someone she wasn’t just to “get the
guy”. This not only harms her, but every other girl who now feels the pressure to
conform to a man’s unachievable dream girl. However, Nick should have realized
that Amy is not a human doormat, there to accept his every whim without complaint, or an object to just use for his sexual pleasure. She is her own individual not
a fantasy girl for Nick to use and discard whenever it pleases him.
In addition to disrespecting Amy by not treating her as person, Nick also
cheats on Amy with one of his college students after they move back to his hometown. Nick’s inability to actually express his feelings and unhappiness in their marriage causes him to seek comfort outside of it, “I have a mistress. Now is the part
where I have to tell you I have a mistress and you stop liking me. If you liked me to
begin with. I have a pretty, young, very young mistress, and her name is Andie. I
know. It’s bad” (Flynn 193). Nick not only keeps this from Amy, but also attempts
to hide it from the police and his sister Go while they are investigating Amy’s disappearance. Nick can’t stand the thought of being perceived as the guy in the wrong
and blames Amy’s chiding for his lack of happiness in their marriage and why he
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ends up cheating in the first place. His unwillingness to take true responsibility for
his affair until his life is literally on the line during the police investigation doesn’t
exactly come across as the mature thing to do. Even then, it isn’t a true apology
for his affair; it is a sham to come across as a dorky guy who made a “little” mistake and to convince Amy to come back. Nick only cares about saving his own
skin-- not that he had hurt Amy by breaking their marriage vows. Amy’s plan that
she set in motion to punish Nick for his marital transgression is extreme; and she
acknowledges that is beyond what a normal woman might expect to do in her situation. However, Amy explains why she can’t be satisfied with just divorcing him:
It’s rather extreme, framing your husband for murder. I want you to know I 		
know that…I won’t divorce him because that’s exactly what he’d like. And 		
I won’t forgive him because I don’t feel like turning the other cheek. 			
Can I make it any more clear? I won’t find that a satisfactory ending. 			
The bad guy wins? Fuck him (Flynn 316).
Amy won’t accept either of those two options because they allow Nick to continue his behavior without realizing how much he hurt her and still feel like he is the
“good guy.” If Amy divorces him, then he can claim that it was her fault for the
divorce and that she was the one unhappy in their marriage. Or, if Amy decides
to forgive him, then he knows that he can have more affairs down the road whenever he isn’t feeling happy in their marriage. Neither one of those options forces
Nick to claim responsibility for his actions, something that he has proven incapable of doing:
So I may have gone a bit mad. I do know that framing your husband for
your murder is beyond the pale of what an average woman might do. But
it’s so very necessary. Nick must be taught a lesson. He’s never been
taught a lesson! He glides through life with that charming Nicky-grin, his
beloved-child entitlement, his fibs and shirkings, his shortcomings and
selfishness, and no one calls him on anything (Flynn 316).
Every other person in Nick’s life has coddled him and allowed him to go through
life without having to learn that his actions have consequences. It would be infuriating to be married to a man who believes that he can get away with anything
and not bother to apologize or admit when he fucked up. Women are often expected to clean up after the messes men make and pretend that they are content
to do so. There is often little recrimination that men face for their actions whereas
women are constantly judged and punished when they do something that affects
other people in their life. Amy’s desire to Nick to understand that you can’t just do
whatever the hell you want whenever you want to do it stems from this frustration
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that men are excused for acting terribly instead of being held accountable for their
actions. It is understandable that Amy is angry after being married to a man for five
years who hasn’t apologized for his actions or made an effort to save their marriage. Why should it fall upon her to put in the emotional labor when Nick is just as
capable of putting in the effort?
Amy Dunne’s entire scheme would not have worked if the media frenzy surrounded her disappearance hadn’t fallen prey to the “Missing White Woman” syndrome. This phrase was coined by journalist Gwen Ifill at a conference panel in
2004 to comment on the disparity of who the news covers with their missing person cases regarding white women and women of color, “‘I call it the ‘missing white
woman syndrome…If there’s a missing white woman, you’re going to cover that,
every day’” (Pearce). Missing white women are more likely to receive this television
coverage and this obsession with covering the disappearances of these often pretty woman often serves as a grotesque form of entertainment for anyone obsessed
with true crime. Amy knows that as a beautiful, white woman her disappearance
will draw media coverage and uses that to her advantage to put the pressure on
Nick, “I flip on the TV in my little room once an hour to see if Ellen has picked up
my story. She has to, I can’t see how she could resist. I am pretty, Nick is pretty,
and I have the Amazing Amy hook” (Flynn 329). She knows that her status as a
wealthy white woman will create a following around her case and provide more embarrassment for Nick on a much larger scale as the country turns on him for being
a terrible husband.
The following around Amy’s case is just as prevalent in real life. When Gabby
Petito went missing earlier this year after going on a road trip with her boyfriend,
Brian Laundrie, her case received national attention. The case has been the top
story for many news outlets such as Fox News, ABC News, CBS News, CNN, NBC
News, and many others (Robertson). A lot of people were interested in Petito’s
case because of her social media documenting her road trip with Laundrie and the
desire to be a part of the story to solve her disappearance. While many were focused on the media frenzy surrounding Petito’s disappearance, MSNBC host Joy
Reid questioned why so much emphasis was placed on Petito being found, “‘The
Petito family certainly deserve answers and justice,’ Ms. Reid said on air. ‘But the
way this story has captivated the nation has many wondering, why not the same
media attention when people of color go missing?’” (Robertson). Because white
women are placed on this pedestal as fragile creatures deserving of protection,
their cases are the ones that strike a chord at the hearts of viewers. Their disappearance is seen as deserving of a national outcry and search dedicated to
bringing them home whereas women of color are even more likely to be viewed as
complicit in the actions that led to their disappearance. This phenomenon not only
reinforces the hierarchy of who is valued within society but when women can cause
a scene and expect to be listened by their peers.
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Amy’s revenge plan is certainly not the route that one should consider following if they find themselves in a similar relationship with a man. However, it is
cathartic to see Nick finally brought down to his knees and punished for not treating women as people. Nick symbolizes the men that many women encounter and
deal with daily, which makes it easier for Flynn to create a “good for her” effect
when Amy comes out on top. In a society that routinely babies men and doesn’t
require them to put in the work of maintaining their relationships, Amy’s scheme
forces Nick to start caring and see the true woman that he married-- not a fictitious Cool Girl. This Cool Girl archetype prevents everyone from truly achieving a
sense of satisfaction in their relationship if the woman always feels like she needs
to aspire towards something to be loved and the man feels like he is entitled to a
girlfriend that is the equivalent of a human doormat. When contemporary culture
reinforces and idealizes the Cool Girl they are setting up everyone’s relationship
for failure when the woman becomes tired of trying to live up to this unattainable
ideal.

Amy Dunne by Sarah Kee
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Abusing Positions of Power in The Girl with the
Dragon Tattoo
The desire to control women’s behavior is not solely limited to their choice
over receiving an abortion or controlling how they should “appropriately” dress.
As seen in Britney Spear’s desire to end her conservatorship, it can be viewed
as a total control over their lifestyle and finances. In literature, this smug certainty
of knowing what is “best” for a woman and her health is evident not only in more
historical literature such as “The Yellow Wallpaper”, with the main character’s husband dismissing her desires because he believes that his experience as a doctor
outweighs her voice as the patient, but in contemporary literature such as The Girl
with the Dragon Tattoo as well. Because of events that occurred during Lisbeth
Salander’s childhood, she is placed in a vulnerable position that ultimately allows
her new guardian to attempt to take advantage of her situation. He believes that
his position of authority offers him the protection to do whatever the hell he likes to
Lisbeth and attempts to use this power imbalance as a shield to prevent her from
speaking out. Lisbeth Salander’s brutal retribution to the egregious abuse of power
that her new guardian wields displays how reacting violently against the abuser is
often the only way the aggressor will understand the pain that the victim has been
subjected to under their care. Salander’s abuse while being a ward of the state
illustrates how women are disregarded when they are perceived to be in a vulnerable position that allows for assault and harm to occur to them. Salander’s negative
experiences with the law influence her decision to punish Bjurman for his actions
and ensure that he never attempts to do a similar thing to another girl like her. 		
When 24-year-old Lisbeth’s guardian Herr Palmgren suffers from a severe
cerebral hemorrhage, the Guardianship Agency replaces him with a new guardian,
Advokat Nils Bjurman. While Salander’s previous guardian had been more permissive with the control she had in her life, her new guardian Advokat Bjurman immediately begins to restrict her lifestyle and believed that Palmgren had been too
lenient in his role, “once there, she had tried to explain that his predecessor had
trusted her and had never been given occasion to do otherwise. Palmgren had let
her take care of her own affairs and not interfered in her life” (Larsson 181). Bjurman immediately assumes that Palmgren was foolish for allowing Lisbeth to have
control in her life and was failing in his responsibilities instead of sitting down with
Lisbeth to see if she could be trusted with this responsibility. Bjurman believes that
because Lisbeth has been assigned a guardian, she is incapable of fending for
herself and needs to have someone micromanaging every aspect of her life. His
immediate desire to take control over Lisbeth’s finances places her in a position
where he can easily abuse his power.
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Bjurman’s exploitation of a woman under his care is horrifying and unfortunately not the work of fiction. In this past year, media attention has been on
Britney Spears as she has fought to end her conservatorship, and it is a happy
coincidence at the time of writing this paper that her conservatorship has finally
been terminated. In the late 2000s, Spears was placed under conservatorship by
those close to her after she was portrayed in the media as being “crazy” for shaving her head and attacking a paparazzi’s car with an umbrella along with refusing
to return her kids to her ex-husband Kevin Federline’s house. Instead of criticizing
the media circus that gleefully tormented Spears’s every misstep or providing her
with the medical attention that she needed at the first sign of distress, she was
the one punished when she cracked under the pressure of having her life being
constantly criticized and examined by strangers (Farrow). Like Salander, Spears’s
conservator was a man who did not have her best interests at heart. Jamie Spears
was terrible towards his daughter while acting in the role as her conservator, “In
the following weeks, Jamie wore Spears down. ‘He would get all in her face- spittle
was flying- telling her she was a whore and a terrible mother,’ Butcher said” (Farrow). Jamie Spears was emotionally abusive towards his daughter and remained
her appointed conservator even though Britney was adamant that she didn’t want
him anywhere near her. However, no one listened to Spears’s request and Jamie
continued to have a profound influence over her life.
Jamie Spears also had financial control over Britney’s career and forced her
to continue to perform at engagements that made her lots of money while restricting her access to it. One of Britney’s engagements at this time was the “X Factor”,
and her time on the “X Factor” alone paid her fifteen million dollars; but she would
be limited to only receiving two thousand dollars in her weekly allowance (Farrow).
I will never understand how Britney Spears was allowed to continue to perform at
different venues and participate in the entertainment industry if she had truly been
unsound in mind. Christina Lufti, the younger sister of Sam Lufti (a former manager of Britney’s), realized that the way Britney was being so closely monitored was
concerning when she was still expected to perform, “‘Looking back, I’m like, this is
effed up. I’d been to her house. She was super sweet. She was clearly functional
enough to work out and put out an album’” (Farrow). If Spears had truly been so
mentally disturbed that she needed a conservatorship then she absolutely should
not have been continuing to work and interact with an industry that caused her the
emotional distress in the first place. If Jamie Spears truly had his daughter’s best
interest in mind, he should have been making sure she was receiving therapy and
the proper medical care she needed instead of forcing her to continue to pump
out music for his own financial greed. The fact that Spears was allowed to perform
during this time is an appalling failure of California’s legal system to determine if
these drastic measures had truly been needed in her life. Both Britney and Lisbeth’s ability to work shows that they could take care of themselves and that they
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didn’t need this level of control imposed upon them.
Bjurman not only wishes to have complete control over Lisbeth’s finances
but has an invasive curiosity about her sexual activities. He interrogates her about
her sex life when she hasn’t done anything to warrant this level of concern about
her sexual relationships:
How often do you have sex? Occasionally. Who takes the initiative- you or
him? I do. Do you use condoms? Of course- she knew about HIV. What’s 		
your favorite position? Hmm, usually on my back. Do you enjoy oral sex? Er,
wait a second…Have you ever had anal sex? ...When she looked at him		
again, he was grinning at her from across the desk. She left his office with a
feeling of disgust (Larsson 220).
Bjurman is only asking these disgusting questions to satisfy his own curiosity instead of out of concern that Salander is in a harmful relationship. His interrogation
of her sexual habits is done under the guise of learning more about her when it
is just a front to exploit her life for his own pleasure. He is violating his position of
authority and damaging their relationship by asking these incredibly invasive questions without creating mutual respect and trust first. Bjurman’s blatant disregard for
Salander’s comfort during these meetings violates his role as an authority figure
meant to keep Salander “safe.”
In addition to verbally harassing Lisbeth about her sex life, Bjurman sexually
assaults Salander and uses his position as a threat to keep her silent. Since he
has the power to lock her up in an institution and knows that his word holds more
weight in the eyes of society, he believes that Salander will play along with his
agenda to keep herself safe:
Bjurman had touched her breasts. Any officer would take one look at her and
conclude that with her miniature boobs, that was highly unlikely. And if it had
actually happened, she should be proud that someone had even bothered.
And the part about sucking his dick-it was, as he had warned her, her word
against his, and generally in her experience the words of other people
weighed more heavily than hers (Larsson 248).
Salander realizes that her circumstances prevent her from seeking out justice from
the traditional avenues because few people are going to view her in a sympathetic
light. They are going to see her as someone who should be happy that a man took
interest in her sexually since she doesn’t fit into conventional beauty standards. Or,
with her history of “troubling behavior”, they are going to think she is making this
up and that she needs help for lying about something so disturbing. With Advokat
Bjurman’s prestigious position in their community, Salander rightfully believes that
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the court of public opinion would be biased against her.
Britney Spears’ father also took measure to ensure that she would remain
under his control. Multiple people were removed from Britney’s life if Jamie suspected that they were sympathetic towards her circumstances, “‘Anytime someone
could threaten the conservatorship,’ [Butcher] said, ‘they were out’” (Farrow). It is
horrifying that Jamie Spears was allowed to methodically remove people from Britney’s life that actually cared about her because they threaten his ability to keep his
power and control over her. Christina Lufti was one such person who was prevented from associating with Britney. After Jamie Spears suspected that Christina Lufti
was the one who smuggled Britney a cell phone, she was no longer permitted to
be in Britney’s “inner circle” because she was giving Britney a means to communicate independently of her father (Farrow). By isolating Britney, Jamie was effectively ensuring that no one would be able to help her remove the conservatorship.
It also helped him to reinforce the narrative that Britney needs this excessive control over every aspect of her life to properly function in society:
The idea that Spears needs this conservatorship to function is, to some de
gree, self-reinforcing. In that respect, experts said, her case is common.
Martinis, the disability-rights lawyer, said that many guardianships can prove
inescapable, which is why they are vulnerable to abuse. In the extreme cas
es, he said, ‘the strategy is isolate, medicate, liquidate. You isolate them,
medicate them to keep them quiet, liquidate the assets’ (Farrow).
Britney Spears’ case illustrates how this three-pronged approach kept her under
the control of an abusive man and prevented her from removing herself from this
situation. It was her word against someone who supposedly had “her best interests in mind” and realistically everyone knows who the court is going to believe.
Any complaints on her part would only reinforce the narrative that she needed the
conservatorship because she didn’t understand that they were “just looking out for
her.” Under the restraints of the conservatorship, both Britney and Lisbeth have
been backed into a corner that prevents them from being portrayed as reliable witnesses to any mistreatment from their guardians.
Because of Bjurman’s standing, Lisbeth believes that the only way to prevent him from continuing to assault her or other women in the future is to retaliate
by inflicting the same pain and terror as he did to her. When Lisbeth visits Bjurman
again after he brutally raped her, she brings along blackmail, which was a video
of their previous encounter, to ensure that he doesn’t try anything in the future,
“‘I’m going to speak plainly,’ she said. ‘This video shows you raping a mentally
handicapped twenty-four-year-old girl from whom you were appointed guardian…
Anyone who sees this video will discover you’re not merely a pervert but an insane
sadist’” (Larsson 284). With this disturbing and painful video, it would be difficult to
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disprove that Bjurman did not egregiously overstep in his role as guardian. He
was placed in Lisbeth’s life as someone who was supposed to help her, and this
video would be strong evidence that he is a sick bastard who abused his position
of authority and harm his credibility.
Lisbeth not only uses the blackmail to ensure that Bjurman agrees to her
demands to start building up the necessary materials she needs to be declared
competent; but she decides to place a permanent mark on him as well to make
him think strongly about taking another woman into his bed. When Lisbeth returns to Bjurman’s home for another one of their “meetings”, she decides to
tase him; and while he is unconscious, she strips him naked, handcuffs him on
his bed, and assaults him just as he chained and assaulted her weeks earlier.
Salander also wants to ensure that he will never have sex with another woman
again and decides to permanently tattoo a mark on his body to dissuade him
from doing it. His actions left behind trauma that she will forever have to learn
how to carry, so she decides to return the favor by making sure he will never
forget his actions either, “the message was written in caps over five lines that
covered his belly, from his nipples to just above his genitals: I AM A SADISTIC
PIG, A PERVERT, AND A RAPIST” (Larsson 288). Bjurman was arrogant enough
to believe that he could continue on with his life without considering the harm
he caused to Salander and she wants him to suffer for the assault he committed
against her. He didn’t think how his actions would result in potential consequences for himself because he assumed that he was untouchable, and that Lisbeth
wouldn’t dare to try and harm him because of the power that he holds over her
situation.
While Britney Spears did not need to physically mutilate her father to end
her conservatorship and remove herself from his control, she did have to work
hard to free herself from it by fighting to break her silence in public through a
court statement. Britney uses the media spotlight to her advantage to ensure
that everybody knows what she was experiencing under the “care” of her conservators, “Most explosively, on June 23, Britney Spears spoke before the court in
public for the first time. Spears made shocking claims about her conservatorship:
She has an IUD she’s not allowed to take out, she said; she’s been put on lithium
against her will; she’s been forced to perform against her will” (Grady). This documentation of every damning thing the conservatorship has forced her to endure
goes viral on social media as everyone is shocked by the inhumane way Spears
has been treated. By revealing every terrible thing that’s occurred to her to the
public for the first time, Britney has placed pressure on the court and her management team to change how she’s being treated and forcing them to treat her
as a human being, not a puppet that they can force to do whatever they want her
to do. Britney uses the media to amplify the “shock factor” of this mistreatment
she had experienced under the conservatorship and to ensure that the public
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sees her as someone who can make decisions for herself. Like Salander, Spears
understands that her word will not necessarily be believed over the word of someone who is supposed to have “her best interests at heart”; but she knows that
media interest in her case will force others to look at how her conservatorship was
handled and discover for themselves how her father abused his role as conservator. A series of shocking reveals in the past few years about her conservatorship
had sparked increasing controversy until a court hearing this past Friday, November 12, 2021 caused Los Angeles Superior Court Judge Brenda Penny to rule that
Britney Spears’ conservatorship should end (Grady). It is disturbing that no one
had deemed it necessary to check in on the necessity of her conservatorship until
disturbing details were revealed to the public and her fans started a campaign to
free her. It shouldn’t have taken thirteen years for Spears to remove herself from
this abusive situation and California’ legal system failed her by not checking in
sooner to see if she truly fit the requirements for this much oversight in her personal life.
The reason both Salander and Spears were allowed to remain in these conservatorships for so long is because society would rather lock women up when
they’re displaying signs of emotional distress than deal with the root cause of the
problem. Instead of putting in the work to help two women who were struggling
with their mental health, they were stripped of their control and placed under the
care of someone who had their “best interests at heart.” Our society would rather
portray women as “crazy” and dismiss their actions instead of examining the underlying issues at work that played a role in these women having their outbursts.
By stripping women of their control over their own lives whenever they act too
emotionally in public, it is reinforcing the belief that women are “hysterical” and
can’t be taken seriously.

Lisbeth Salander by Sarah Kee
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Anger at the Intersection of Sacrifice &
Femininity in Iron Widow
Girls are taught from a young age the motto “beauty is pain”, reinforcing two
simultaneous beliefs: that to be a woman is to live a life full of sacrifice and compromise and that beauty must be attained at all costs, even if means subjecting the
body to pain. Introducing this idea at a young age causes girls to believe that they
should treat their body as clay to mold into the current beauty trend. Additionally,
the way women decide to portray themselves and subsequently their bodies are under a public spotlight. If a woman decides to hide their body from judgmental eyes,
she is a “prude”; if a woman decides to be provocative with her presentation, she
is an “attention seeking slut”. Xiran Jay Zhao’s protagonist, Wu Zetian, in Iron Widow rebels against these ideas in her patriarchal society by refusing to accept the
idea that her body is the one to be sacrificed and embraces her sexuality instead of
feeling shame for being a woman. By refusing to follow the expectations of what it
means to be a woman, Wu Zetian challenges the arbitrary constructs enforced by
her patriarchal society, which require the continual death and sacrifice of women in
order to protect everyone else.
At the age of five, Zetian is forced by her family to have her feet bound to
make them small and dainty to increase her desirability for her future husband.
The women in Zetian’s family made her undergo this incredibly painful ritual so she
would better appeal to the male gaze as an adult:
[My] grandmother forced me to walk over the ice with no shoes. After the cold
crystallized deep into my flesh, turning it purple, she shooed all the men out
of our house, sat me down on the frosted concrete ground, and soaked my
feet in a wooden basin of boiled pig’s blood and numbing medicine. Then two
of my aunts held me down against the floor as my grandmother broke every
bone along the arches of my feet to crush them in half (Zhao 20).
Zetian doesn’t have any other choice other than to comply with this tradition. She
doesn’t have autonomy over her body and her desires are overruled by the expectations that her patriarchal society have placed upon women. Conveniently, men
are not forced to witness this agonizing procedure or endure the pain of modifying
their own feet. The responsibility of bearing the pain is left only to the women while
the men can reap the social benefits of having a wife with a “desirable” pair of feet.
When Zetian attempts to rebel against having her feet bound, her grandmother threatens her that she would be like the Rongdi, the nomadic tribes that
aren’t a part of Huaxia. The Rongdi women don’t bind their feet, which is viewed as
a terrible, shameful thing, “My family has always cautioned me against being like
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their women, who ‘run all over the place with no morals, shame, or decency’”
(Zhao 21). Zetian’s family attempt to teach her that is shameful to have full bodily
autonomy and that no one will ever see her as a marriage prospect if she were to
walk around like them. This shaming of Rongdi women also reinforces the belief
that there is only one beauty standard that a “proper woman” should aspire towards. It teaches girls that if they don’t conform to society’s standards of beauty
then they will be ostracized and demonized for not fulfilling this expectation.
Bodily modification exists in the contemporary world through the prevalence
of plastic surgery and Botox to maintain a youthful complexion or remold the body
to become more attractive to the rampant eating disorders among women to gain
or lose enough weight to be at the perfect size. Plastic surgery has become more
popular in recent years with approximately 18.4 million cosmetic procedures being performed in the United States in 2019 according to the American Society of
Plastic Surgeons (Nguyen). Many women are turning towards plastic surgery in
the hopes of acquiring the “perfect body” to be considered attractive by Western
beauty standards of whiteness, youthfulness, and thinness. A contestant of the
British internet documentary series Hooked On The Look has spent an astronomical amount of money to distort her body into the current beauty trends:
[Haley] Layne is practically a caricature of Western standards of beauty, with
long blond hair, bulging J-cup breasts, and a peach-shaped derriere that		
appears out of proportion to her petite waist. She is a real-life distortion of		
the ‘slim thick’ body type sought by many American women today (an ideal		
appropriated from Black and brown body types)” (Nguyen).
Even with all the procedures, she has done already to get her body closer to the
“ideal body”, Layne believes that she still needs to undergo several more before
she’ll be satisfied with her appearance. This obsession with achieving the “perfect
body” is rampant in the media, with many women refusing to admit when they’ve
had surgery done to pretend that their looks are completely natural and not the
result of thousands spent on surgery. When popular women in the media refuse
to acknowledge when their physique comes in part from plastic surgery, it distorts
the view of what a “natural” body looks like to young women and distorts their
expectation of what their body should like as an adult. By not being honest when
surgery has been done, it is reinforcing the narrative that there is an “ideal body”
that needs to be achieved and forces many women to turn towards plastic surgery
instead of accepting their appearance as it is.
In addition to sacrificing their ability to walk normally, women in Wu Zetian’s
society are expected to sacrifice their lives for Huaxia if they enter the military to
become a pilot’s concubine. The pilots need a woman’s qi, spirit energy, to power
their Chrysalis, which are machines, that can fight the Hundun invaders; however,
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in most cases, the woman is unable to survive a battle because their qi is usually overpowered by the male pilot’s spirit energy. Women are not allowed to pilot
their own Chrysalis, so Zetian’s capability is only viewed as her potential to become an Iron Princess, their true match, to a pilot. However, Zetian is not content
to sacrifice her life for the life of the pilot who murdered her sister and succeeds
in murdering Yang Guang during their first battle together. When Zetian enlists as
a pilot-concubine for the man who killed her sister, she tests at a higher-than-average qi level, “If I were a boy, I’d be living a dream. I could fight mecha-aliens in
my own giant transforming war machine, be loved and praised as a celebrity, and
get serviced by a watchtower full of concubines. But I am not a boy, and this value only means I’d survive a few more battles than most concubine-pilots” (Zhao
40). Zetian’s gender is the only thing that is preventing her from piloting a Chrysalis herself. The army would rather she die than risk others learning that a woman
could be strong enough to perform the same responsibilities a male pilot does for
the army.
In the aftermath of her first battle, Zetian stuns the strategists when she
comes out of the Chrysalis with Yang Guang’s dead body. They are horrified that
she was able to overpower one of their best pilots and survive the ordeal; and
Zetian’s dramatic reveal captures the shock to their worldview that they receive,
“‘You’ve been living a dream for long enough!’ I yell at the cameras between bursts
of maniacal laughter, raising my arms. ‘Welcome to your nightmare!’” (Zhao 82).
Zetian’s refusal to be a good concubine and sacrifice her life challenges the narrative in place that women can’t power the Chrysalis themselves. Her ability to dominate the second-best pilot in the army terrifies the strategists and they don’t want
the general public to realize that other women are capable of piloting the Chrysalis
too.
When Zetian is paired with Li Shimin, the strongest pilot in the army, and
survives a battle as his concubine, they begin to work together to unravel the
reason why women have to be the ones to die during a battle. After torturing An
Lushan, a strategist who is determined to sacrifice the pair during a battle so the
army no longer has to worry about this problem pair, they learn the insidious truth,
“‘Are you saying…’ He breathes deeply. ‘A girl’s spirit pressure is actively dampened in a Chrysalis?’ Oh. He’s thinking of Wende. Wende, who should’ve been his
Match, yet caved under his spirit pressure. It wasn’t because she was weaker after
all. It was because the pilot system didn’t physically let her pilot at full potential”
(Zhao 323). The army purposefully allowed this artificial imbalance to ensure that
the male pilots are more likely to return after a battle. They don’t want the men to
be afraid that they might not return from a battle or afraid that they’re partner might
accidentally overpower their qi and kill them. When Zetian demands to know why
the strategists allow this, An Lushan responds that it’s for the male pilot’s benefit,
“‘Can’t get eager pilots…if they’re afraid of their partners…every battle.’ ‘You don’t
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think girls are afraid?’ ‘Girls…know how to sacrifice’” (Zhao 324).Their flimsy excuse is that women already have the expectation that they are to sacrifice their
comfort or needs for the benefit of the men in their life, so it is natural for them to
sacrifice their lives for the benefit of the army. Instead of coming up with a solution
to ensure that it is possible for both the man and woman to return after piloting a
Chrysalis, the strategists are comfortable with sacrificing the lives of half the population to ensure success. This belief that women are innately prone to sacrifice is
prevalent today with women being criticized as selfish if they don’t seem to enjoy
stereotypically feminine duties, “What kind of woman resents taking care of the
people around her? How selfish is a woman who has her own desires and, worse,
puts her own interests first sometimes? Not a ‘good’ one” (Chemaly 55). If a woman wants to put herself first, she is often criticized for not thinking about how her
actions impact others in her life. The woman is the one immediately demonized for
not being able to balance all her responsibilities instead of the man being criticized
for his lack of support.
Before Zetian and Shimin learn this unsettling truth, they partner with Gao
Yizhi’s father, the media mogul Gao Qiu to ensure that they stay in the spotlight
and are protected from being tributed, sent into battle before their qi has fully recharged, by the army to prevent the Hunduns from attacking. While Zetian and
Shimin are striking a deal with Gao Qiu, he insists that Zetian strip naked and read
their contract on tape to ensure that she keeps her end of the deal and humiliate
her in the process. Zetian is ashamed at first to be in this situation, but then becomes enraged that he thinks her body should be a source of shame for her:
This silly man is trying to shame me with my own body. Well guess what? I 		
have a fine body. He can get it from any angle he wants, but the video will 		
have no real leverage over me. I don’t give a shit if he might release it to the
public. Shame and humiliation are self-imposed emotions, and from here on
out, I choose not to feel them. Make no mistake, though, He is dead (Zhao		
264).
She realizes that there is no need for her to be ashamed of her body and that if she
can distance herself from the shame that has been taught to her for all her life, then
this video can have no power over her. Qiu used this video as an attempt to keep
Zetian under his thumb without realizing that she is actively teaching herself to
unlearn the feelings of shame that have been imposed upon her. Shame and purity culture are also prevalent throughout contemporary society today. Women are
constantly made to feel ashamed for their bodies if they dress in revealing clothing
or are comfortable expressing their sexuality. When they are expressive with their
bodies, women are often criticized and demonized in the media for not being a
“good role model” for young, impressionable girls. The patriarchy would rather
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have women hating themselves and each other than feeling empowered because
it allows them to continue to reinforce the narrative that the “ideal woman” is one
who is submissive to men and knows their proper place in society.
Part of Gao Qiu’s media strategy is to portray Shimin and Zetian as the “it
couple” that everyone hates yet still can’t get enough of watching them. Because
of Zetian’s infamous notoriety as the murderer of Yang Guang, she is told to act
the part of the “femme fatale”:
‘In fact, I’d like to take this fox spirit rumor and run with it. You can be the		
mysterious vixen. The femme fatale…Women will hate you for carrying
yourself with the kind of domineering confidence they wish they had; men		
will hate you for scrambling their minds and luring their thoughts towards 		
places they know they shouldn’t go. But their hate will scorch so hotly		
under their skin that they won’t be able to look away or stop talking about		
you (Zhao 257).
Since Zetian can’t believably play the stereotypical “good girl,” she must be the
seductress that everyone hates because she owns her sexuality. Zetian is not
allowed to be portrayed as a hero as the “femme fatale”, but a villain who needs
to undergo a mutual “taming” with her new pilot. Because of her live murder of
Yang Guang, she has to set the path for a redemption arc for herself where the
public believes that Shimin will bring her to heel. Zetian’s celebrity status requires
her to play into the only other role that is allowed for women to be if they aren’t the
obedient daughter. She is willing to play into the role of the “femme fatale” so her
enemies underestimate her and don’t realize how far she is willing to go to achieve
her end goal of destroying the systems in place that require the continual sacrifice
and death of women in her society.
Without the rage that she felt towards her society for her sister’s death, Zetian would not have started down the path of changing the way her society views
women. Zetian harnessed her rage to begin combatting the patriarchal structures
in place. She is learning like many other women, both real and fictional, that her
anger can be used as a transformative act, “It is not the anger of other women
that will destroy us but our refusals to stand still, to listen to its rhythms, to learn
within it, to move beyond the manner of presentation to the substance, to tap
that anger as an important source of empowerment” (BlackPast). Zetian’s anger
throughout Iron Widow certainly causes a lot of physical destruction, but it is the
possibility that the current patriarchal system could be transformed into something
that doesn’t place men on a higher pedestal that terrifies the men in command the
most. They are terrified that she could upend the current system that enforces a
man’s superiority by channeling her fury to enact this societal transformation.
Wu Zetian’s incisive rage at the inequalities she faces as a woman in Huaxia
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and her ruthlessness in achieving her goals of ending the misogyny in her society
cause her to become the very thing that every man in power fears. She isn’t afraid
to be as callous as it takes to ensure that no more women experience what her sister did at the hand of a pilot. By refusing to give in to the shame of being a woman
that has been taught to her from childhood, Zetian escapes from the vicious cycle
of misogyny that has been passed down from mother to daughter and can work
to create a better world. Zetian’s anger at this injustice helps her to continue down
her path without a care of how bloody her hands need to get to see the ones responsible pay for permitting the continual death of young women. As she so aptly
declares while holding onto Yang Guang’s corpse, her rise to power is the very
beginning of every single powerful man’s worst nightmare.

Wu Zetian by Sarah Kee
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What Does Female Rage Mean to Us?
In the following pages, there is a short selection of creative
writing and visual art pieces made by myself or from peers who
were interested in the topic of my thesis. When I solicited work
from them, I asked them to think about how they imagined angry, vilified women to be portrayed in contemporary culture and
create art that reflected this perception. Just as anger manifested itself differently among the female characters that were
analyzed in the previous section, so did our representation of
female rage express itself differently in the following pieces.
These creative writing pieces offer commentary on the continuous indignities that women experience daily as a result of living
within a patriarchal society, from catcalling and the objectification of our bodies to sexual harassment and rape, and how our
anger, while not always visible, is lurking under the surface.
Within these creative works, the reader can see how the contributors chose to center their anger around several of the prevalent themes that were present in the previous section, such
as sexual assault, the abuse that is often found within power
dynamics, or how women are permitted to express themselves.
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How to Be a “Nasty Woman”
Sarah Kee
Written in the style of Roxanne Gay’s “How to Be Friends with Another Woman”
1. Abandon the patriarchal mindset that all “nasty women” must be heinous, vicious, or vindictive. This mindset is designed to TEAR women down.
a.This is not to say that women can’t be heinous or vicious or vindictive 		
sometimes but rather to say that these terms are reinforcing patriarchal
ideals of what it means to be a woman, especially a woman in power.
b.If you are a person and you find that you’re calling a woman heinous,
vicious, or vindictive who is standing up for themselves whether at work or
at home, look at why and figure out how to change your mindset and/or go 		
to therapy.
2. A lot of media has reinforced the ideology that a “nasty woman” is a terrible, horrible moniker that is usually given to a woman who is seen as being “too much.”
Stop engaging with media that encourages this mindset.
3. If you are the kind of person who says, “I think she’s a nasty woman,” and act
like it magically separates you from being called one as well, like that makes you
better protected against receiving similar insults as if being a “nasty woman” is
a terrible slur, see Item 1B. It’s okay if you dislike a woman in your life, but if you
defend this as a narrative on women in positions of power, well, reflect on your
relationships with women a little.
a.If you feel like it’s hard to respect women in positions of power, consider		
that maybe “nasty women” aren’t the problem. Maybe it’s just you.
b.I used to be this kind of person. I’m sorry to have reinforced these negative
stereotypes.
4. Sometimes you will feel the temptation to allow others to walk over you when in
a position of power to not rock the boat. You can either permit this to happen or reinforce your boundaries. There are short-term benefits to both. Sometimes you will
give in to the temptation to be a people pleaser. If you are at heart a people pleaser, acknowledge it and figure out how to fix it so you aren’t complaining about the
binds you find yourself in when you can’t say no. My go-to boundary reinforcer is
“I understand your desire to divide the work in this manner, but unfortunately that’s
not an option.” Feel free to take it.
5. Do your best to support women in positions stereotypically dominated by men
because when you offer your support and encouragement, it’s probably easier for
it to be reciprocated.
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a.If you’re having a terrible day at work and a woman is providing rational 		
feedback and you need to think some nasty thoughts about that, do it alone,
with your therapist, or in your journal so that when you talk about work 		
with your colleagues, you can avoid the mindset discussed in Item 1.
b. If you and a woman are in the same career and you can uplift and
encourage each other, do this without backstabbing them. It’s not your
problem if other people can’t truly support a powerful woman. The		
patriarchy invented the “nasty woman” stereotype and consistently 			
reinforces it. It’s okay for people to not uphold outdated ideals.
c. Don’t be a bitch to other woman, because even if you extremely dislike		
them, they are consistently being undermined because of their gender and		
its important to not reinforce it. This is not to say that you have to like every		
woman you meet, but to acknowledge the difference between a “nasty”		
woman and someone you don’t vibe with.
d. Everybody slips up and says something they regret, so when you do make
a nasty comment about a woman, try to learn from it and understand where
your internal misogyny is coming from. As a corollary, never say “I never		
partake in harmful gossip” or “I never spread rumors that I don’t know are 		
true” because you are probably lying.
e. Love the women breaking gender norms in your life even if you don’t 		
agree or want to live by the same ideals. Just do it.
6.Call your friends out when they engage in misogynistic behavior. They might be
indignant, but it’s probably for their own good. Once, my classmates called me out
for engaging in harmful gossip and held me accountable for what I said, and it was
frustrating but also useful. 				
a.Don’t be a prick when calling your friends out, and consider when is the
proper time to have a discussion about their misogynistic behavior. The 		
setting and tone go a long way in having a productive conversation.
b.These conversations go a lot better when started off with, “This comes from
a loving place…”
7. Surround yourself with people you can trust to respect you as a woman who
won’t call you vicious names behind your back if you enforce your boundaries, and
you will back you up when others question your ability, and who will also check
your actions if you feel the temptation to call other women vicious names or engage in the patriarchy’s game of tearing women down for daring to want more.
8. Don’t call other women bitches, cunts, or whores when they reinforce patriarchal
ideals. This shouldn’t need to be said, but it needs to be said. That woman needs
to go on her own journey of self-reflection, and you don’t need to surround yourself
with women who would rather tear you down. If you want to be surrounded by people who don’t take you seriously, get a job in a male dominated profession. You’ll
never have to worry about it again.
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9. Don’t let your friends call other women bitches or other negative words you don’t
want to hear when you talk. This is just common sense. 10. When you feel a woman is acting nasty towards you and you need to talk to her and she asks you what’s
wrong, don’t say “Nothing.” They know you have a problem and it annoys them and
a lot of things could have been accomplished with the back-and-forth of “Are you
positive?” and “Yup” and “Are you sure?” and “JUST PEACHY.” Tell them the truth
so you can reach an understanding and not feel the temptation to bitch about them
to other people.
11. If multiple women are achieving profound success in their lives, congratulate
all of them. We can offer praise to multiple people now. We don’t need to limit our
praise to only women we are close friends with anymore. If you hear your work
colleague got the new position she applied for, just congratulate her and truly mean
it. If a woman you dislike had an amazing presentation, just congratulate her and
leave it at that.
12. If a woman sends you a text message needing reassurance that she hasn’t
been acting like a heinous bitch, offer encouragement and in an efficient manner
even if it’s just to offer up the affirmation, “NO, you’re just doing your job. They
need to get over taking directions from a woman.” If a woman texts you multiple
messages needing reassurance about the same damn shit, be understanding because the next day it could be you blowing up her phone with your need for reassurance.
13. My favorite woman to spend time with are those who are consistently referred
to as “nasty women” by the patriarchy. Whenever I am questioning my abilities or
need encouragement to reinforce my boundaries, these women were there for me.
It means, basically, I am striving to become more of a “nasty woman” in my own
life.

42

Femme Fatale
Maggie Rieckman
I want their nerve
The femme fatales of
Forties film noir
Those women who decided
To be hurt
Betrayed
Patronized
Used by a man
Once is enough
Sorry leaves her vocabulary and
She changes beneath his nose
Adapts to her harsh environment
A panther in a zoo
So the same doesn’t happen
To her daughter
Joan Crawford
Standing in the doorway
Virginity and innocence
A contrasting white one-piece
In the shadows
Claire Trevor
And smiles a smile that kills
Rita Hayworth
The male gaze follows
Her perfect ankle as it
Descends the stairs
A clear power dynamic
She’s on top
Barbara Stanwyck
Her eyes tell the story
Bette Davis
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Of why she is the way she is
Not the doom and gloom detective
A narrator who doesn’t
Who can’t know
What she’s been through
He lies through his big white teeth
Through his lips that forcefully find hers
Through his cigarette that smokes her out
But yet
It’s her name we remember
We only remember his fedora
And trench coat
And overwhelming self-pity
A foil to her plot
It’s her narrative we remember
Not only because she must die
In the end
But because she knows she must
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Inside Voice
Andrea Sims
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Where are you going off to by yourself, Baby?
Need someone to show you a good time?
You’re a real pretty girl, don’t you know that? Why aren’t you stopping?
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Gustav Klimt Never Knew
Maggie Rieckman
The bananas are still green, so you pack Granny Smith apples. Why are the
bananas still green? You bought them over a week ago. Looking down into your
picnic basket, bird’s-eye-view, you sigh at the weaving, which is undoing itself
at the edges. The apples and a bag of orange Goldfish sit on top of the Tupperware of potato salad. You made the batch yesterday without pickles because he
doesn’t like pickles. Adjacent to the apples are two clear bags with sandwiches
inside, one labeled with your upper-case “B,” the other with an upper-case “J.”
You couldn’t bring yourself to finish his name. The sandwiches are PB&J’s. You
had to buy creamy because he doesn’t like crunchy. He says it’s a texture thing.
You remember your last picnic in the fall when he brought pretzels. You don’t like
pretzels.
The basket cannot close with the blanket and sweating Razzleberry Peace
Tea cans inside. Leaning with your elbows on the basket, you face the window.
Potted succulents line the windowsill, and vines from the hanging plants almost
touch the tip of the zebra plant, like the Creation of Adam. You look to the street
and watch as people drive with their car windows down and sunglasses on their
noses. How can these people exist in the spring? You are stuck in December. A
blue car you don’t recognize pulls in front of the house. As the driver steps out,
head rising above the shiny blue, you see his face. He’s grown a thick beard but
still looks the same. You back up into the hallway and find yourself in your room.
In the mirror, circular with a white frame, your eyes are wide, and your shoulders
go up and down, up and down. Too fast, you think. You walk to your closet and
slide the hangers against the metal rod. The noise makes you cringe, makes the
knot in your stomach tighter. You pull your mom’s old denim jacket off a hanger
and stick your right arm in the left arm’s hole. You hear a knock. It’s too playful.
)(
The way the squirrel approaches him seems too playful. Can it not read the
room, the room being a picnic that is no picnic? You make eye contact with the
creature over his shoulder and share a moment of stillness and silence before he
throws a Goldfish cracker that sends the squirrel running.
Blades of grass poke through the holes of the purple, crochet fabric and
scratch your legs. You are sitting in the corner of the blanket behind the basket,
and he is sitting in the middle. He turns toward you and sticks his hand into the
bag of Goldfish, fishing.
“You’re so quiet.” He reaches his free long arm across the basket and nudges your shoulder. “I haven’t seen you in forever. How’s the semester going?” He
doesn’t pause. “Crazy how it’s already halfway over.” He eats a large handful of
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Goldfish. His mouth is orange murder.
You try to smile. You manage to Mona Lisa.
You tell him classes are okay. He nods, and he stares. You add, “I have so
much assigned reading, but I can’t remember how to read.” Your tone doesn’t
inflect the punchline. It’s not funny.
He laughs like he is drunk and begins to cough. He picks up his can of
Peace Tea and drinks. The tea runs down the corners of his mouth. You wonder
why the company redesigned the can; the original can had people and monuments, not just hands. The illustrated peace sign hand holds a raspberry and
points to his eyes, which point to your shirt. You button one more button.
He swallows. “You can read, silly.” He tosses the empty can into the plastic
trash bag, which says Thank You Thank You Thank You. He scoots toward the
picnic basket, toward you, and rummages through it. “Where’s the turkey?”
“I stopped eating meat a few months ago.”
“Why?”
“Just lost the taste for it.”
“Oh.” He begins to open the plastic bag with the sandwich labeled “B.” You
don’t say anything. He opens his mouth wide and bites. You hear the crunch of
the peanut butter. “Forgot about the peanut butter, huh?”
You look at the bag and the crumbs in the bag and the blanket and grass
beneath. “Yeah, sorry.”
“It’s okay,” he says. The sandwich is already halfway gone.
)(
“It’s okay,” you had told him. The day after Christmas came a week after
giggling over gin and tonic, after trying to sleep on the lumpy green futon, after
your friend puked up all of the powdered sugar icing. It was three days after you
cried in the Perkins bathroom and gave your blueberry pancakes to his friend
who once called you a bitch because you didn’t like him back. The day after
Christmas, ten hours after you saw Elf the Musical with his family, like junior high
all over again, like long-time friends not on the mend, his mother took a photo of
you and him. The free candy cane was the pitchfork in your American Gothic. The
camera snapped. You looked away.
)(
You look away and pull at a loose purple thread in the blanket.
“Where are the forks?”
Without looking up, you say, “There are sporks underneath the napkins.”
“Sporks, weird.” You hear the Tupperware open, and it smells like ass. You
hear him chewing with his mouth open. The purple thread frays in your hands.
“Here, you should eat your sandwich.” He tosses the bag into your lap, and
you flinch. The “J” stares at you from your crotch. You open the bag and put the
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sandwich on a paper plate.
Picking off a crust, you say, “So, how are you?” He spoons a big bite into
his mouth and says, “Pretty good.”
)(
“Pretty good,” he said after eating the angel-shaped cookie you had decorated. Three weeks before the day after Christmas, he bit off her head first, then
her wings.
“Thanks,” you said. “We made way too much icing.” You pointed to your
friend and laughed. “This stinker has probably eaten a pint of it already.” Your
friend looked sheepishly from the futon with your roommate. Their faces were
red, and they chugged the gin and tonic with their noses plugged.
“I’ll make you a drink.” he said, in the middle of eating Santa’s sleigh. “We
have to get on their level.”
Later, you and your friends were lying in a pile, laughing. You couldn’t
remember how you got there, and the sky outside was like Starry Night, pitch
black to someone sober and sad, someone who wasn’t there that night.
“You’re not my type, but you’re hot,” your friend said. Your roommate
agreed. He quietly agreed with them both.
)(
He agrees by nodding his head full of dark, bushy hair when you say that
it looks like it’s about to rain. You begin picking up trash, his trash, and walk
around with the bag that says Thank You Thank You Thank You. He’s lying
down and eating an apple, a horizontal The Son of Man.
“What’s your rush?” he asks. You feel a raindrop hit your nose.
“I don’t want this blanket to get wet.”
“It’s already kinda falling apart.” He pulls a purple thread. You toss his
spork in the bag.
“It was my grandma’s blanket.”
He stares at you, his face blank like a canvas you don’t want to paint.
Tying a knot in the plastic bag, you say, “My mom would be pissed if it got
wet.” You look at the blanket, amethyst with emerald peeking through the purple.
He hands you the Tupperware, and his fingers touch your palm. His hands
are sweaty.
)(
His hands were sweaty on your torso. You wanted to sleep in your bed,
but he insisted your sick friend sleep there. He carried them from the bathroom,
where they had passed out, toilet at their left and ice cream bucket at their right.
You imagine their puke was swirled reds and greens, ‘tis the season.
You wanted to sleep in the topaz chair, but he wanted to cuddle. Friends
cuddle, he said. Do friends also take their shirts off when they cuddle? You wanted to know. Although he’d just went through a break-up, you were the drunk one.
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You had wanted to be there for him. He’d had three drinks and two waters. He’s a
big guy. Your roommate was up in the loft in her own bed, and you talked to to her,
asking if she was still awake. She said yes, but she felt so far away.
He said you had been talking for two hours but you couldn’t remember five
minutes ago. What had you been saying? When did he start touching your chest?
How could you get him to stop? Stop. You couldn’t say it, god, why couldn’t you say
it. Say it.
His hands never stopped. They went further down, and they never stopped.
You didn’t say yes; you didn’t say no. You didn’t say anything. The morning never
came. You never came.
)(
“You never came,” he says. He is talking about his birthday party.
“Sorry, I was busy.” Two drops hit your forehead; three hit your arms.
“I wanted you there,” he said. You pick up your plate with the half-eaten sandwich and set it in the grass. You pick up two corners of the blanket. “Did you hear
me?” he asked.
You drop the corners. “I didn’t want to be there.”
“Why?” His shirt is spotted with wet polka-dots.
“Why are we picnicking?”
“Because we do it every year.”
You pick up the corners again. He picks up the corners on the other end.
You walk toward him, arms spread, the dewy blanket hanging to your ankles. You
grab the corners from his hands, leaving him empty armed and empty handed. His
hands are still sweaty.
)(
His hands were still sweaty. You woke up with them on you, though you never
slept. You opened your eyes when your friend grabbed their keys from the end table at your head. They looked at you; they looked at him. The smile on your friend’s
face did not reach their eyes. You looked away. They left. You sat up; he put his
shirt on slowly. He talked about how last night was crazy. You felt dizzy. The knot in
your stomach was twisting, unraveling, tightening. You buttoned your pants; you put
your bra strap back on your shoulder. He talked about how your boobs are bigger
than they look. You felt naked all over again, bare-chested like Liberty Leading the
People—except you waved a white flag instead of a French one. Though you knew
you would wash his smell out of it later, you folded the blanket.
)(
You fold the blanket. He watches. The rain is more than a sprinkle. It is less
than a downpour. You never look up at him as you shove the damp blanket into the
basket.
“I said I was sorry.”
You pick up the basket and the trash bag. Thank You Thank You Thank You.
“B.” You look at him. He’s not crying but his face is wet. “I thought we were
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good.”
You turn your head toward your sandwich on the ground, soggy and jelly
seeping out the sides. It looks like a painting that might make you feel helpless, like
the Persistence of Memory. It looks like something that shouldn’t have happened, a
picture you never wanted to see, never wanted to be in. It looks like that night.
“I can’t.” You can’t even say his name. With your free hand, you pick up the
plate, and it bends in your hand. The wet ball of sandwich falls onto the grass, The
Last Supper. You both watch it get pelted with rain.
He opens his mouth again. “You should have told me.”
)(
You couldn’t tell him, not at Perkins, sitting across from his best friend who
was trying to tell you how pretty you were when that wasn’t the reason you were
sad. That wasn’t the reason you were sad at the musical, sandwiched between
his sister and him, his sister who still held her father’s hand. You couldn’t cancel
the picnic. You couldn’t cancel him. You couldn’t forget the night he listened as
you talked and cried about your dead friend, the night he told you to kiss the boy
you liked before the boy went back to Spain, the night he wept on your shoulder
during the movie about the dying dog. You couldn’t forget how he was there for you,
when your own dog died, how he was there for you, when that boy, freshman year,
touched you and that boy’s hands wouldn’t stop. You didn’t kiss that boy freshman
year, and you didn’t kiss him. That night, all you could stop was a kiss. He leaned
in, and you turned away. You wanted to forget, but you couldn’t. You wanted to forget all of them, but you couldn’t.
You had forgotten. You had forgotten how he made you feel small, always
smaller than him. You had forgotten how he called you blond when your hair was
mostly brown, how he spoke about numbers like they were more important than
art, than your art, than you. You had forgotten what he called you—too good for
any guy, an angel with its head and then its wings bit off. You had forgotten how he
treated you like a sister, protected you like an older brother, hated the guy with the
hands that didn’t stop, became the guy with the hands that didn’t stop.
You had forgotten how he called Goldfish “fish crackers,” how it didn’t make
sense.
Every bad thing you had forgotten.
)(
You turn away and walk toward the car. The rain has stopped. Your sneakers
squish as you walk. He walks behind you, and his squishes are louder.
When you get out of his car, you see the heart-shaped wet spot on the seat
where your ass was, and you don’t say sorry.
“I’ll pop the trunk,” he says. You walk to the back of the car, his mom’s handme-down, you had found out. His mom will never know why you’re not friends anymore; she might assume it’s something that you did. She might even think it’s be
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cause of something you didn’t do, like go to his birthday party or say “no.” You
grab the basket and leave the trash. You slam the trunk, and you’re not even
mad. Walking up the sidewalk to your house, you step up onto the porch. You
don’t look back.
You hear his window roll down. “It isn’t supposed to rain next Monday, if
you want to picnic again.” It wasn’t supposed to rain today. You look back, and he
is smiling like a puppy that isn’t dead yet.
Under your breath: “No.”
“What do you want me to do about it now?”		
Louder: “Nothing.”
He closes his mouth. He rolls up his window. He drives away.
You unpack the picnic basket and hang the wet blanket on the kitchen chair.
Your mom won’t care. You unbutton a button. You look at the bananas hanging,
and they are yellow. It’s been long enough. You pick one off the bunch and peel it
slowly. As you bite, you walk to your bedroom and look in the mirror. Your banana,
your shoulders, your wet hair, your cheeks full of your banana—you want to keep
it in the white frame, want to see it longer. You want to paint the things that have
changed.
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Between Our Society and Me
Sarah Kee
An imitation of Ta-Nehisi Coates’ essay “Between the World and Me”
Little Sister,
Last week the professor for my Shakespeare class asked us to discuss whether
Lucrece’s suicide was an act of empowerment or subjugation. This poem was set
in ancient Rome, and we were still discussing it in the basement of Andrews Hall
in 2020. A relevant issue closed the gap between Shakespeare’s time and ours,
but a false optimism could not hide the sadness at viewing the similarities between Lucrece’s world and the world that we are currently living. When my professor asked my class what we had prepared, she remained silent after reading
the discussion prompt and her voice was replaced by our thoughts, coming from
a class predominantly comprised of women.
My professor read the prompt for our class, and when she was done
speaking the class discussion circulated around power, although the class held
similar viewpoints on who had power in Lucrece’s situation. By now, though, I am
used to debates questioning whether a woman’s actions are empowering or furthering her own subjugation without realizing how hard it is to answer the question. Realistically, the debate appeared to be a test of how cynical we felt towards
Lucrece’s actions, or rather Lucrece’s decision to commit suicide as her only way
to restore her reputation, was dependent on our experiences with sexual assault
and violence. Knowing this, I felt an instinctive outrage grow in me. The answer
to this question is the inability for many to view women as anything other than an
object for personal pleasure. The answer is rape culture.
I write you in your sixteenth year. I am telling you this because this year we
saw Harvey Weinstein found guilty of two felony sex crimes; because we know
now that Chanel Miller was the anonymous woman that Brock Turner sexually
assaulted, that a six-year old girl called Twinkle is now one of the youngest victims in India’s sexual violence pandemic. And you have heard the statistics on
the low number of cases that are reported. And you have seen what often happens to the women that come forward. And you know now, if you did not before,
that the justice system of our country often permits these men to continue to
assault women. It does not matter if the continuation is the result of an unwillingness to prosecute. It does not matter if it stems from disbelief. It does not matter
if the assault is allowed to continue through a technicality. Walk down the wrong
street at night and someone will use you as a sexual object. Despise the system
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allowing these men to walk free and they can continue to treat you as a sexual
object. Wear a revealing outfit and someone will assume you are an object for their
personal pleasure. The perpetrators will rarely be punished. Mostly they will be the
ones who are believed or pitied. And this violation is merely a generalized term
whose umbrella encompasses catcalling, humiliation, harassment, and rape. None
of this is an uncommon occurrence to women. And this is all old news for women.
No one is held accountable.
When my professor opened the up the floor for our responses, it was like she
was asking us to rescue her and ourselves from this terrifying nightmare. Most of
us have grown up living this nightmare from a young age. It is being unable to wear
what we truly want. It is going to the gym, with earbuds in, and a resting bitch face.
The Nightmare is lectures on modesty and chastity. The Nightmare is a young girl
taught to avoid being raped but never teaching a boy to not view others as sexual
objects. And for so long I have wished to wake up from this Nightmare, to wash my
fears down with my morning coffee. But this has never been an option because
the Nightmare thrives on our objectification, the money profited from other’s sexual
gratification. And realizing this, realizing that the Nightmare continues by objectifying us from a young age. I was scared for my professor, I was scared for all my
classmates, I was scared for the society we live in, but most of all, in that instant, I
was scared for you.
That was the week I learned that Chadron State College turned a blind eye to
reports of sexual assault. The student-athlete, a football player, had been allowed
to remain on campus even after admitting that the woman had told him to stop and
continued to follow her into a bathroom. Their lack of response was not shocking
to me. But you are young and still believe in your invincibility. I stayed up reading
news articles to see what Chadron State’s response would be, hoping they would
acknowledge their inadequate response, and when instead they defended their
actions, a small part of me died, and I cried knowing that you are going to be in
college in a couple of years and I am scared that this woman could be you. When
I called home and talked to you, I did not ask you if you had seen the news reports
because talking about it would not change their response. What I did tell you is
what your mom told me before leaving: remember the self-defense moves from
taekwondo, bring your pepper spray with you whenever you leave home, don’t go
off alone without someone knowing where you are, and learn how to always be
aware of your surroundings. I tell you now that the question of how you should live
as a woman, within a society that permits others to harm you, within a body that
is treated as an sexual object, is the question of my life, and trying to answer this
question, I have learned, eventually answers itself.
And I am terrified. I feel scared whenever I leave you by yourself in Omaha.
But I was scared before you were in high school, and with this fear, I was not alone.
When I was your age several of my friends already had negative encounters with
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men, and all of them were powerfully, negatively shaped by these experiences.
I had seen this objectification growing up, while I hadn’t always realized what it
truly was.
I heard the fear in mom and dad’s voice when I told them that I walk home
home from work alone most nights, the concern that something unspeakable
could happen to me on the ten-minute walk from the library to the Village. Dad
who gifted you and me pepper spray for a Christmas present, telling me that I
should teach you how to use it in our backyard, with the old can of pepper spray
that he had given to me in high school, scared because he knows that he cannot always protect us. I saw it in my friends after a man catcalls us, ignoring him,
quickening our pace with our fingers around our keys. And I saw it in my friend’s
anger at having to put up with this all the time and deciding when it is safe to
respond to the harassment. “Fuck Off,” she would say. I would watch her during
these interactions, how she was ready to confront this man, amazed at her bravery and fearlessness, and her ability to push back.
I felt the fear whenever I left my apartment for a girl’s night with my friends.
You wouldn’t know all of them. I barely knew some of them, but what I remember
is sharing phone numbers, always counting how many of us were there before
leaving a frat house. And I know that many of my friends have been abused by
men in their life and that I am lucky enough to not have that experience and that
these instances were not their fault. And I saw it in our mother, who loves you,
who cares for you, who is often strict because she wants you to be safe. Our
mother was (and still is) scared for us. I felt it in her judgement on what we could
wear out of the house, her remarks delivered with concern that we would draw
the wrong type of attention, our mother who lectured me as if I was not aware of
how to keep myself safe, because she was scared that being aware of my surroundings would not be enough to bring me home. Everyone knows a woman
who has experienced this, in some manner, with a boyfriend, a friend, a stranger,
a relative. It has been said that these women were asking for it and knew what
would happen. It has also been said these poor promising young men did not really mean it and did not deserve to have their life ruined for one mistake. And now
they wonder why we are scared to speak out, and do not understand our mistrust
for the resources that promised to help us.
To be a woman in our country is to be objectified before hitting important milestones, before working your first job, learning how to drive a car, your
first kiss, and graduating high school. This objectification is not an accident, nor
should it be a part of growing up. This objectification is the intended and direct
result of the patriarchy, the expectation that women are there for the pleasure of
men. The laws often do not protect us. And now, as we grow up, the cases have
turned into “he said, she said” accusations, which is to say, ignoring the women’s
claims and turning it into a media spectacle. But a society that protects many
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perpetrators through a network of corrupt politicians, police forces, powerful businessmen with millions at their disposal, and a damning rhetoric against victimswho
come forward but can only protect you by forcing you to go through a trial and
laying your life bare for the general public to scrutinize has either failed at protecting those who most need its protection or succeeded in protecting the ones it really
cares about. However you see it, the consequence is that there is a hesitation in
coming forward when you are the victim. It does not matter if you have evidence or
witnesses- what matters is your ability to subject yourself to the scrutiny and judgment of the public, what matters is the system that cares more about protecting
those with power and influence.
To survive young adult life and protect myself, I became adept at exchanging
polite smiles and pleasantries. I memorized the quickest routes home from work
at night. I learned to trust my instincts when an interaction was turning unpleasant.
And I learned that “You’re a pretty girl aren’t you” was almost never a sincere compliment, and “What’s up cutie?” was neither an actual question nor a real desire
to get to know me. These were the cues that sparked a refusal to turn around, the
decision to not acknowledge their words, hands reaching into a pocket or bag, feeling for keys that could double as an impromptu weapon. Or they were answered
with a pretend phone call, calling a close friend, letting her know that I was on my
way, that she should be expecting me in fifteen minutes, walking like I knew exactly
where I was going even if I was not familiar with this neighborhood, then actually
texting my cousin (who is more like a sister) and telling her what happened on that
walk home and starting it off with, “Guess who got catcalled today?” I remember
these rules better than I can remember what grandpa’s voice sounded like, because these rules provide a sense of safety walking home at night.
I know that this is a big difference between us. You have the pepper spray
and know the rules, but they have not sunk in yet as important to remember. I am
sure that you have been in uncomfortable situations with a man at work or out with
your friends, but I am now in college, only three and a half years older than you,
and each day, I always remember to bring my pepper spray with me, no matter
where I am going, or who I am with, to always lock my car doors, sending a “got
home safe” text to my friends when out partying, and waiting for one in return- all of
these are a part of the unspoken rules my friends and I do to keep ourselves safe. I
wish I didn’t have to do it. I don’t want you to become “paranoid” or “scared”, probably because any “paranoia” I have now came through unsettling situations. I have
known for a long time what the price could be. I know that I shouldn’t let these concerns take up as much of my mind as they do, that there are other things I want to
focus my mind on. I know that this is taking away something from me but …what?
Experiences? A sense of security? Optimism that it would not ever happen to me?
Or to those that I care about? I think you know what your mind can do, and I think
that is why you do not want to feel the need for security like I do. You have
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experienced life and its amazing possibilities, yet you must know deep down that there
is no difference between you and the girl from Chadron State, and thus she must still
scare you in a way different from how she scares me. You have grown up seeing and
hearing what can happen when you are only viewed as an object for someone else’s
pleasure.
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Conclusion:
The Value of “Nasty Women” in Popular Culture
As long as women continue to be ridiculed for expressing their emotions there
will be a need for “nasty women” who are unashamed to express and revel in their
rage. Women are told too often that they need to keep the peace to prevent others,
usually men, from being inconvenienced or made uncomfortable if a woman decides to share her anger in public. They are taught that it isn’t “proper” behavior to
be publicly upset or to demand that their emotions be respected. This cultural refusal to acknowledge that women can and do get angry all the time makes it difficult for
them to know how to process this emotion if they are not taught that it’s a valid emotion for them to experience. The appearance of “nasty women” in literature and film
who are generally despised or heavily criticized by the public are important for the
explicit purpose of showing that women can experience feelings of immense rage
and that they have a valid reason for it. Instead of immediately writing these women
off as crazy, psycho, or bitches, the focus should be on why their situations influenced them to channel their rage to solve the problems they were facing for themselves and why the structures put in place either couldn’t or wouldn’t help them.
There is a need for “nasty women” in the literature and films that are being
produced today because of the way assertive women are demonized for their behavior in the media. Female musicians like Taylor Swift and Miley Cyrus have been
scrutinized by the media for their behavior when there is a plethora of male musicians, Chris Brown for instance, who have committed worse atrocities than singing
about an ex or “going off the deep end.” Or, in the political arena, women like Former Secretary of State Hilary Clinton, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez,
Vice President Kamala Harris or Former First Lady Michelle Obama are consistently
criticized, especially by male conservatives, for how they do their jobs; but many of
these same critics turn a blind eye to the behavior of other male politicians. During
Barack Obama’s first presidential campaign, Michelle Obama was stereotyped as
the “Angry Black Woman” for the way she talked to crowds on the campaign trail
when others, such as white men are applauded for their “righteous anger.” In a
world where a woman, especially a woman of color, is not taken seriously when
she is overly emotional must learn how to master them, “Respectability politics are
at their core a rage-management project. Learning to manage one’s rage by daily
tamping down that rage is a response to routine assaults on one’s dignity in a world
where rage might get you killed or cause you to lose your job” (Cooper 151). Men,
especially white men, on the other hand don’t have to worry about ensuring their
behavior is “respectable” in the way that women have to worry. They can express
their anger and win supporters because of their rage, “men like both Donald Trump
and Bernie Sanders can wage yelling campaigns and be credited with understanding-and compellingly channeling-the rage felt by their supporters while their female
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opponents can be mocked as shrill for speaking too loudly or forcefully into a microphone” (Traister). It’s infuriating that a woman must consistently put up with
these attacks to her character, her looks, and whatever else someone else wants
to criticize them about instead of focusing on what they’ve been able to accomplish whereas the same level of criticism isn’t typically applied to men in the same
positions.
I want “nasty women” in popular culture who say “enough is enough” because there continues to be an epidemic of rape and assault on college campuses
without these campuses putting in the work to prevent the continued assault of
women and instead protect the perpetrator. Recently, a lawsuit filed by three graduate students has been filed against a professor in the Anthropology department
at Harvard University who has been accused of sexual misconduct. The plaintiffs
in the case claim that the administration has been made aware of Dr. Comaroff’s
misconduct since before he was even hired at the university, “They say Harvard
has protected Comaroff since before it hired him, as it was aware of Comaroff’s
reputation as a ‘predator’ and ‘groomer’ at the University of Chicago, where he
worked from 1979 to 2012, yet ‘welcomed him anyway’” (Flaherty). Instead of providing help to these women, Harvard’s indifference permitted a man in a position
of authority to continue to abuse his own power and create a hostile space many
graduate students. In a statement written by Russell Kornblith, the planitffs’ lawyer,
put the blame on Harvard, “‘The message sent by Harvard’s actions alleged in the
complaint is clear: students should shut up. It is the price to pay for a degree…Our
complaint sets out a long history of Harvard’s failure to protect students, and we
look forward to showing that pattern in court’” (Flaherty). As long as institutions like
Harvard continue to use their power to protect those who harm women, there is
a need for women who are willing to endure the difficult choice of coming forward
and telling their abusers that they’re going to do their best to ensure that they face
the consequences.
In the wake of Former President Donald Trump’s election to the presidency
and the confirmation of Brett Kavanaugh to the Supreme Court, there has been a
rise in awareness of the way sexism and rape culture are an integral part of our
culture. Because of this awareness and the desire from many feminist activists to
see a change for the better, there have been numerous publications of books that
discuss the power of women’s anger. Many of these books such as Chemaly’s
Rage Becomes Her, Traister’s Good and Mad, and Cooper’s Eloquent Rage were
very influential in the analysis of the different “nasty women” that were featured in
this magazine along with providing a greater understanding for the reason anger
exhibited by women in the public sphere is ridiculed. It’s even more important than
ever now for women to embrace their fury and use it to enact the social and institutional change that they desire. There will continue to be a push from men and
patriarchal institutions of power to continue to diminish a woman’s anger because
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they are scared by the power and potential for change that can occur when a
woman uses her anger as a transformative act of change:
There will be tremendous pressure to not take it seriously, to not listen too		
carefully to what the loud shrill voices are saying, insistence that women		
giving voice to their rage are sure to lose, or are simply working to provoke
further discrimination and disregard. Women’s anger will be- as it has long		
been- cast as ugly, unappealing, dangerous, something to be shut down or
jeered…But there are all strategies that have long been used to get			
people, including women themselves, to look away from, disregard, and
suppress one of the great drivers of social upheaval and political change in		
this country: their own fury (Traister).
We’re past the time to sit passively by and permit the continuous degradation of
women at the individual and institutional level. We need “nasty women” in popular culture who react to the sexism in their world with the anger and desire to
end this pervasive behavior because something needs to change in our world
today. I’m angry that I’ve been catcalled numerous times on my walk to work, and
I won’t respond because I’m terrified to escalate the situation. I’m angry that UNL
permitted a fraternity who had a decades long reputation for assaulting women to
remain on campus until it happened again last semester. I’m angry that a woman
can do “everything right” and still get hurt. I’m angry that we teach women how to
prevent themselves from being raped; but we don’t teach men to not rape in the
first place. Rape culture is alive and well today; and it’s not going away by being
nice or excusing “locker room behavior” as “boys being boys.” I shouldn’t have
had to tell former coworkers that their excuse for the Former President’s misogynistic comments of “grab her by the pussy” as “typical locker room behavior” is
incredibly demeaning and that just because their okay with talking about other
women like that doesn’t mean I’m going to put up with it. No woman should have
to demand to be treated with respect by her peers.
As long as our society continues to villainize women for being treated with
respect, I’m going to continue to root for the “nasty woman” in literature or films
who decides to unleash her fury upon the men in her life who have treated her
horribly. There is an immense feeling of catharsis when the “nasty woman” is
able to wreak havoc and enact her retribution upon her perpetrators in the story
when everyone else has failed to help her. Their fury as an act of transformation
to improve their situation in life when no one else will aid them is a transformation
that our society needs to take. We need to get angry and use our anger as a tool
to enact substantive change in the way our culture views and treats women because nothing is going to change for the better until we demand for this transformation to occur.
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